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Montréal

Its past and its future,
what it is and what
it could have been,
and how it could help
redefine what cities are
in the 21st century.
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Cities for People is an initiative of the
J.W. McConnell Family Foundation
that aims to foster more inclusive,
innovative and resilient cities across
Canada. Following an experimental
phase, in 2016 we have refocused our
efforts on four priorities: 1) Increasing
Equality, 2) Strengthening the Civic
Commons, 3) Enabling City Labs,
and 4) Supporting Urban Innovation
Networks. A Cities for People platform
provides backbone functions to
facilitate learning, communications,
and field-building across the system.
Through this platform we aspire to
collectively advance change and create
conditions for cities to be better
equipped to meet the challenges
of our times.

Amplifier Montréal is a movement
launched by several partners from
various backgrounds in the city
of Montreal to influence the city’s
ongoing transformation. The goal is
to rethink the way we see ourselves
and the way we should go about
transforming Montréal into a more
inclusive, resilient and innovative
city. We achieve this by listening to
all, particularly those who voices
are unheard, in order to collect
and promote the diversity of cities’
narratives, and by making a call for
action through unlikely collaborations
between various stakeholders.
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THE MAD
ADVENTURE
Nicolas Langelier

1

Montréal has always been a border town, a relay city. A hub.
A point of arrival (from La Rochelle, Liverpool, Odessa,
Guangzhou) and a point of departure (toward Fort Detroit,
Nashua, Calgary, Blainville). A place where languages and
backgrounds, aspirations and inclinations have blended.
The Ottawa River, paddled for hundreds of kilometers,
offered its furs over to the merchants of Saint Paul Street.
The Saint-Constant or Lavaltrie farmer, having sold his
meagre possessions, arrived in Pointe-Saint-Charles with
his family and made the acquaintance of his apartment’s
landlord, an Anglo, and met the Irish family that shared
6

his landing. The young French girl, working holiday visa in
hand, stands before a customs agent at Dorval and asks him
to repeat his question. Montréal’s history is made up of this
accumulation of millions of such stories of brushes between
worlds, cultures, different ways of seeing life, death, and a
bit of everything in between.
This cobbled-together, perpetually patched city has a
somewhat slippery, evasive future. The city’s future will
emerge from the confusion, maybe, and take an as-yet
unimaginable, unpredictable shape. Montréal has always
been an experience of the uncertain.
7

When I think of Montréal I think of Samarkand, of
Alexandria, of the cantina in Star Wars. It’s about trans
actions, negotiations, uneasy yet fruitful cohabitations. I
think of the city’s slogan, concordia salus—salvation through
harmony—and I tell myself that the city’s harmony has,
for 400 years, owed a great deal to the universal language
of money. I see something positive in that; a pragmatism that flattens out differences. This city was never that
conducive to ideologies. The conversion of the Indigenous
peoples, socialism, or nationalism—be it French Canadian,
English Canadian, or Québécois—never found any favourable ground in this rich black earth. But when the mother
of a French-Canadian family dresses her family from a
Jewish-owned shop, when a man born in Calabria rents
out his three-and-a-half to someone from Petit-Goâve,
when a Tunisian Montrealer buys a pound of butter at the
Vietnamese depanneur, what might divide us is erased. The
essentials, like eating, finding lodging, getting dressed, living, just living, remain. And dreaming, when time permits.
Of course this coexistence hasn’t always been easy. It’s
still not easy. Montréal’s history is punctuated with confrontations, from the Iroquois Wars to Fredy Villanueva being
shot to death by the Montréal Police (spvm), by way of the
destruction of the Canadian Parliament in 1849, the country’s participation in two world wars, Saint-Léonard’s linguistic conflicts, and tensions with the Hasidic community. And
the, again, language-based struggles between the municipal
fusions—and many more. Every day, all over the city, a million of these potential shocks are managed by Montrealers.

2

This border identity existed right from the outset. For 30
years before the utopic attempt to rebrand Montréal into
Ville-Marie by a small group of wealthy French mystics,
Samuel de Champlain had already established, at Pointeà-Callière, a position of seasonal trade. “Over the course
of the years that followed,” says Paul-André Linteau in his
Brief History of Montréal (the original French title is Brève
histoire de Montréal), “Montréal became a place for encounters between the Indigenous peoples and the French traders. The former arrived in groups, throughout the summer,
canoes laden with furs from the north which they traded for
European products.”
Then, 375 years ago, Paul de Chomedey, Jeanne Mance,
and the rest of their little band of intrepid pioneers arrived.
Their patrons, the wealthy and the mystics cited above,
announced their intentions clearly when they created
a company called Our Lady of Montréal Society for the
Conversion of Savages in New France (Société de Notre-Dame
de Montréal pour la conversion des Sauvages de la NouvelleFrance). The pitch: Ville-Marie would be a place where
Indigenous peoples and whites could live side by side, sharing their day-to-day lives, their religion, and their agrarian
technologies.
It is difficult to imagine the mix of courage and blind
faith required of these French travellers to found a city so
8

far from the limits of their civilization, at the heart of a
magnificent but inhospitable land (Iroquois raids by day,
glacial floods in spring, never having enough of anything,
ever). Montmagny, governor of Québec City, could not help
but cast a disapproving eye on the whole affair, qualifying
it as a “mad adventure,” giving rise to several centuries of
rivalry between Québec City and Montréal.
The Indigenous people, meanwhile, were much more
interested in the fur trade than in the whims of the white
man’s god. Similarly for the Montréalistes, as they were once
called, who discovered soon enough that the city’s position,
at the foot of rapids requiring portage and at the confluence
of two great courses of water leading straight to the heart of
the continent, offered exceptional business opportunities.
The city soon cast aside the name of Ville-Marie as well as its
initial evangelizing mission and its stone fortifications, which
had not served against any genuine enemy attack—like the
stretch of the Canadian Pacific railroad, there were a number of breaches used by people to come and go more easily,
but no one really cared. The Montrealers had gotten a taste
of what would little by little be their raison d’être: commerce.
The Baron of Lahontan—certainly not the last resident
of Montréal to combine the title of hero, deserter, courtier,
and writer—wrote in 1685:
You would like to know, you say, what consists the commerce of the city of Montréal. Here it is (…): The island’s
inhabitants and its surroundings make their purchases
in the city twice a year, buying the merchandise 50 per
cent higher than in Québec City. The neighbouring savages, established or vagabonds, bring beaver, elk pelts,
caribou pelts, fox, and sable, in exchange for guns,
power, lead, and other necessities. Everyone traffics with
liberty, and it is the best profession to become wealthy in
very little time.
A great fair was held every summer on the shore in front
of the city, and the hundreds present brought their pelts,
made deals, and filled their canoes with the fruits of their
negotiations.
Little by little, Montréal caught on to an essential law of
commerce: it’s a good idea to eliminate the middleman.
And so Montrealers set off for themselves to discover the
immense continent. To get furs, or else to build and maintain a network of permanent trading posts all the way to
Montréal, to be negotiated, cured, and redirected to the rest
of the world. The Great Lakes, the Ohio Valley, the western
Prairies, the Mississippi Basin—Montréal was at the heart
of that incommensurable territory where dozens of different languages were spoken, where the lakes were as large
as seas and pine forests were as tall as cathedrals, where
bayous and arid plains and an overabundance of rivers and
brooks flowed. The interior continent became Montréal’s
backyard.
If this new turn provoked tensions, setting the Québec
City elites’ teeth on edge, the city’s commercial vocation
gave rise to a singular mentality. “The draw of the West
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and military expeditions created a geographic mobility that
gave Montréal society a particular allure—men were constantly elsewhere—and a spirit of adventure. The search
for glory or fortune shaped a distinct mentality typical of a
border town,” writes Paul-André Linteau. Québec City and
Trois-Rivières were French cities implanted into the Saint
Lawrence Valley, but Montréal was already North American.
The Conquest happened, and with it an end to the French
empire in North America. But Montréal, of course, kept its
exceptional location and, for a long time, played a central
role in North American transit. People flooded to its port
from Scotland, England, and Ireland to “get rich quick,” as
Lahontan had noted a century earlier. Same for those who
poured in from the old, overpopulated countryside. The city
became a metropolis for a country with a brilliant future. A
gem of an empire far more grand than what the French had
previously experienced.

In 1894, when Télesphore Saint-Pierre wrote his History of
French Canadian Commerce in Montréal, 1535–1893 (Histoire
du commerce canadien-français de Montréal, 1535–1893),
Montréal was still under the hold of this vision. “Whatever
the politics of our governors,” he wrote, “it is evident that
Montréal is destined by its geographic position, by its
means of communication with the North-West, by the intelligence and the energy of its citizens, to become the principal port of the immense and fertile region that extends to
the north and to the west of the Great Lakes, and the metro
polis of one of the largest countries in the world. This is the
firm hope of all its children.” (Of course, at the time, a quarter of all of Montréal’s children died before the age of one,
at least among the French-Canadian working class. One out
of four. But let us not allow the hazards of public health in
the Victorian era to tarnish the author’s lyricism.)
Until World War I, and even afterwards, Montréal controlled the vast majority of the country’s naval, rail, and
banking transactions. The city’s grandiose hopes appeared
to be justified.

3

It seems to me that those among us who grew up in
Montréal between the 1960s and 1970s had the impression
that the city, and what it represented, had a hopeful future.
Certainly, Toronto had wrested from Montréal the title
of Canadian metropolis, the railway business was no longer what it once had been, and neither was naval transport. Many manufacturers and head offices had migrated
elsewhere. The suburbs aspirated young families. Signs of
decline became visible, around the Lachine Canal and in the
numbers at Statistics Canada. Things started to die. From
the working-class population of Hochelaga-Maisonneuve
to the unique accent of born-and-bred Anglo-Montrealers,
described by Adam Gopnik in the New Yorker as, “Faintly
British, with amused, interrogative upward-turning endings.”
But the years after World War II and those of the Quiet
Revolution were also periods of positive upheavals. There
was the undeniable success of Expo, the metro, and the
new downtown. The city had started thinking big, and it
continued to expand, led by a sometimes megalomaniac
but inspired mayor. It retained a certain cachet of an international metropolis that Toronto had yet to earn, and, with
the Québécois state growing, Montréal fit itself right at its
economic, cultural, and demographic heart. And there was
all this unexploited human, economic, and physical potential in Montréal.
The east end of the city, for example, was still a semirural territory. From the windows of the MaisonneuveRosemont hospital, where I was born in 1973, you could
see the old farmlands in the northeast, in Saint-Michel, in
Saint-Léonard, and in Anjou. Toward the south, you could
observe the pharaonic construction of the stadium and
the Olympic Village. The 19th century on the one side, and
a certain notion of the 20th on the other. If Montréal had
lost a great deal of its superb début of the 20th century, it
9

had kept, from its glory years, an impulse, an élan towards
the fore, which permitted it to project itself into a necessarily sparkling future. And so it seemed obvious to plan a
300-station metro, some of the world’s most modern airports, and to predict a metropolis of seven million inhabitants by the year 2000.
But a dozen years after the birthing wing at MaisonneuveRosemont, my friends and I gathered before other windows,
our high school’s windows. The Olympic Stadium’s mast
had just been finished, a long decade after the Games, and
for us, children of the east that had grown up in proximity
to an inelegantly truncated pedestal, it was exciting to finally
see the tower stretch skyward, with the downtown cityscape
as its backdrop. Our math teacher, Mr. Coutu, brought us
rapidly back to another reality. “Enjoy it while it lasts,” he
said from behind us, dashing any hopes about the quality of
its construction and of Montréal’s future in general.
Clearly, between Montréal’s ambitious dreams for the
future and the reality of the 20th century, something was
lost. Above the macroeconomic context, the great world
tendencies, and the socio-political upheavals, Québec
was secured, a realization that, little by little, sunk into
Montrealers. Things were going to be much more complicated than they’d anticipated.
And, in fact, the decades that followed were not tender.
The recession in the 1990s, boarded-up shop windows,
socio-economic problems. Two and three consecutive mandates by two mediocre mayors, Pierre Bourque and Gérald
Tremblay, their petty, insider administrations. A provincial government that couldn’t care less about Montréal. A
federal government that didn’t do much better (building,
for example, the Canadian Space Agency in the middle of
a field in Saint-Hubert, instead of downtown as just about
everyone in Montréal would have preferred). And the “rest
of Québec” that seemed to have decided that Montréal was
the enemy. Young Anglos continued to flee the city as soon
as they had a diploma in hand, or even before. The suburbs, with their “urban town houses” and parking incentives, stretched lazily all the way to Saint-Jérôme, Oka,
L’Assomption, Saint-Hyacinthe. Eaton’s died, Ben’s closed,
Saint Laurent Boulevard seemed to shut down entirely.
Anecdotal moments, but nonetheless symbolic. A British
urban branding specialist, visiting the city in 2006, said to
La Presse, “The road from the airport gave me a bad impression. I saw it and I told myself, ‘I’m not in the right country, I’m in Kazakhstan.’” For a long time it seemed that, not
unlike Kazakhstan’s, Montréal’s best days were behind it.
Then, against all hope, little by little, signs of a possible renaissance began to appear. It may be arguable, but it
seems to me that, not unlike in the 17th century, everything
started near Pointe-à-Callière. The Cité du Multimédia, in
the early 2000s, in a neighbourhood where there wasn’t
much other than buildings abandoned to squatters and to
illegal party organizers. For the first time in forever, a sign
of growth shot out. Then the signs came in bulk. There was
a brief but euphoric period when the Montréal music scene
was one of the hottest on the planet, thanks to Arcade Fire,
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of course, but also others, all the way to Malajube, who,
improbably, had people talking about him internationally
for a while. The arrival of Ubisoft in Mile End and the ensuing arrival of all of those young French people, bringing
with them a culturally fresh breath of air and an inexhaustible source of overqualified interns. The city’s structural
interventions, the international quarter and the theatre district, the creation of Projet Montréal and the election of its
first representative, in 2005, favoured putting forward Jane
Jacobs–type principles and tactical urbanism. And in a stunningly short period, entire neighbourhoods came back to
life. We could go on enumerating the positive changes that
occurred in Montréal over the last decade for ages.
This week I attended a wedding at the foot of the
Olympic Tower, in a space redesigned according to these
new urban principles by a company called Pépinière & Co.
that was cofounded by one of these young French immigrants settling in Montréal. The place that was until only
recently a symbol of decline, that was, moreover, the city’s
collective shame, is starting to be rehabilitated. Desjardins
is in fact on the verge of installing offices in the tower,
which, even in 1986, seemed improbable.
Something’s happening in Montréal. What’s more stunning is that the city is shifting despite the continued presence of the many unfavourable influences listed above.
Montréal’s mayor, an ex–federal deputy desperate to channel the spirit of Jean Drapeau but who only seems like a
mini Régis Labeaume, remains mediocre. Montréal is still
grappling with a provincial government that imposes damaging decisions—in particular with regards to the city’s
infrastructure and transportation. The suburbs continue
to develop in a manner that harms everyone, from taxpayers to the environment. Unacceptable economic and social
inequalities persist.
But Montréal has found new allies in young Anglos from
Saskatchewan, Michigan, or even, “Tabar-fucking-nak,” as
my anglophone hairdresser says, from Toronto. They’ve
made up for those who’ve left over the decades. These newcomers, with slim means and a strong work ethic, have
compensated for our large cultural institutions, which often
have a tendency to hold their cards close to the chest. The
Caisse de dépot took over where the Parti Québécois left off
and where the Québec Liberal Party let the city down.
Projet Montréal and a few other orphan elected officials
mitigated the absence of the mayor and his party’s vision.
Venture capital is giving signs of finally wanting to replace
the old-guard Anglo money. Dynamic and visionary foundations are acting while our governments finance yet another
study.
The great ambitions of the 19th century or of the 1960s
have been traded in for more modest objectives. Which is not
a bad thing. A neighbourhood finally revitalized to be more
user friendly for its residents is as important, on many levels, as a universal exhibition. A safe and far-reaching network
of bike paths is worth as much as one or two highway interchanges. It’s a question of priorities, it’s about another scale
of values, it’s a question of asking what’s really important.
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Maybe there’s another
Montréal specialty
that deserves to be put
forward: compromise.

The talent for compromise and cooperation is also manifested these last years in all sorts of forums where representations of various milieux and backgrounds, often opposing,
have succeeded to consider and work together for the city
that they would like to build. I think for example of Je vois/
fais mtl or Amplifier Montréal, which have built consensus
where, not too long ago, there was mostly disagreement.
Concordia salus reads the Montréal slogan. Now more
than ever, when we look at what is happening in the United
States or in Europe, not to mention the Middle East, it
seems essential to keep our heads on straight.

5

4

This is where we are, nearly 375 years after the arrival of our
audacious evangelical colonizers on this ground, on which,
on a lovely day in May 1642, Father Vimont foretold a fantastic future for the city: “What you see is but a mustard
seed,” he said, “but it has been thrown by hands so pious
and animated with the holy spirit and with religion that,
without a doubt, Heaven must have great plans, and I have
no doubt that this little seed shall produce a great tree, will
produce marvels, will multiply and extend in every way every
direction everywhere.”
Imagine the magnificent view that day. The wide river
running nearby. The green islands. Forests as far as the eye
could see on the opposite shore. The Eastern Townships’
hills on the horizon, Mount Royal’s soft slopes bathed in
the sunlight of early summer, and the great dome of sky
above it all. You can understand the way the context seemed
favourable to such fortune.
12

The city has, in reality, often reached the height of these
predictions throughout 350 years. Montréal has multiplied
and has extended in every direction. Montréal has created
marvels. It has also had less glorious moments, inevitably,
in particular in the recent past.
But Montréal has reinvented itself repeatedly over the
course of its history. From a trading post and religious mission, to the first Canadian city, to a British colony’s capital,
to a continental metropolis where English is the dominant language, to a provincial metropolis where French is
spoken. And we may believe that we are at the cusp of yet
another reinvention, one that will allow the city to fully
enter the 21st century. The real 21st century, not the one we
imagined in 1945, or 1967, or 1973. The 21st century of climate changes, of cultural diversity, of the internet. The century of Elon Musk and of the brilliantly radical people we
have yet to meet.

It is my own optimistic prediction, perhaps influenced by
the particular context of the summer twilight as I write this—
the orangey sky of Mile End, the bikes piercing noiselessly
through the quasi-tropical air, life abounding everywhere,
hundreds of thousands of simultaneous conversations held
in every language, all the diversity of a Saturday night at
the heart of a million people, and even the unlikely coincidences that are probably occurring at this very moment, the
fortuitous encounters worthy of a village, the unexpected
parallels that might be determining factors in history.
Around what might Montréal’s reinvention turn? New
technologies, of course. Social innovation. Quality of life.
Creativity. And the old Montréal specialty, commerce.
But maybe there’s another Montréal specialty that
deserves to be put forward: compromise.
The art of people with diverse backgrounds and aspirations harmoniously cohabiting. In a world that seems bent
on destroying what is left of hopes of peace and world justice founded on the day after the end of World War II, those
hopes that filled Expo 67, is showing optimism as unreasonable as thinking that Montréal could be a positive model for
the rest of the world to follow? Maybe. But unreasonable
optimism did, in fact, build the backbone of commerce in
this city, from Maisonneuve to Jean Drapeau to Alexandre
Taillefer, to Marguerite de Lajemmerais to Simonne Monet
to Laure Waridel.
We can safely say that Montréal is better than ever
thanks to its spirit of cooperation. The two large communities who built this city often did so by turning their backs
on one another, for all kinds of understandable and complicated reasons. Francophones and anglophones doubled
up their structures, clubs, and associations. But what we’ve
seen appear in a relatively short time (15 years? Twenty?
Twenty-five? More?) is a veritable cooperation, in all disciplines, which act as politics, business, culture, education.
It’s no different with other cultural communities. We’re
not perfect. Systematic discrimination remains a constant challenge, but it seems pretty clear that Montréal is
a city that has managed its very large diversity pretty well.
Montréal’s rich cultural communities have greatly contributed to this cohabitation, in the example of thousands of
invisible people who work to make this diversity possible.

“It’s a city that waits,” said the poet Michèle Lalonde, in
an issue of Liberté consecrated to Montréal in 1963. I had
the same impression in 1999, coming back to town after a
prolonged sojourn in London. A languor that covered and
choked everything, like the dust of Pompeii. A city searching
for itself, not knowing what it was good for.
But it seems to me that this is much less true now, in
2016. With an ardour not seen in a long time, Montrealers
have stopped waiting for something—a divine or governmental intervention, a textile renewal, a settling of the
national question, a mayor that can do the job—and have,
instead, chosen to multiply the small gestures, conscious
that their city will undoubtedly never again be Canada’s
metropolis, or its great port, or the spinning centre of its
aerial traffic, but that it could be something else, in its own
way, something they could be proud of and enjoy every day.
This renewed vigour Montréal owes to courageous people, men, women, and children who, as in the 17th century,
have come to live here in the 21st by way of other countries or from the north. But they also owe those people who,
every day, make the choice to stay in Montréal and to invest
in it, instead of leaving for Berlin, Toronto, or Sainte-Julie.
This cobbled-together, perpetually patched city has what
it takes to become the border town of a hinterland still
larger in scope than the interior of a continent. A new backcountry, a new world in which we could become explorers,
continue the mad adventure, and go on, together, to do
incredible things.
Mile End, Montréal
July 2016

Nicolas Langelier is the editor-in-chief of Nouveau Projet, which he founded
in 2012.
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TOWARD A
NEW
COLLECTIVE
NARRATIVE
FOR MONTRÉAL
How can we help the metropolis make
better use of its incredible assets?
For starters, it may be time for Montrealers
to come up with a new story to tell each
other about their city.

Félix-Antoine Joli-Cœur
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BUILDING MODERN QUÉBEC

NATION-BUILDING VS. CITY-BUILDING

After Boston, Montréal is the North American city with the
highest number of students per capita. And its economic,
political, social, and cultural leaders never miss a chance
to say so. With good reason: it may be the best thing the
Québec metropolis has going for it. Paradoxically, ask these
same leaders how many universities there are in Montréal
and you won’t get the same answer twice.
This haziness, at first glance, stems from the lack of consensus about what exactly defines a university. There are
four if we only count multi-faculty universities (Concordia,
McGill, Université de Montréal and uqam), seven or eight
if we include single-faculty institutions (hec Montréal,
Polytechnique Montréal, éts, and the inrs, which no one
ever knows whether to include), and 11 if you also tally
téluq, enap, and the Longueuil campus of the Université
de Sherbrooke, thus rounding off Greater Montréal’s relevant and original higher education offering.
However, because this haziness comes up in other conversations about Montréal as well—starting with the definition of which Montréal we’re actually talking about (the city,
the island, the metropolitan area)—we could venture to say
that our university counting problem cannot merely be explained by a lack of consensus over academic jargon, but
by a straight-up lack of clarity about what defines Montréal
and the difficulty we have in agreeing on a common story.

Immersing ourselves in pre–Quiet Revolution Montréal by
reading Gabrielle Roy or Mordecai Richler gives us a picture of a very different city. Between the city as it was then
and as it is now stand more than half a century of successful and sinister initiatives that completely transformed our
urban environment and social fabric. Yet this change is a
blind spot in our collective psyche. What we’ve built together for the last 50 years is Québec. We took French Canada
and made its borders synonymous with the province’s borders; we created the ministries of Education, Health, and
Culture; chased away the priesthood; and jumped feet first
into the modern age. Above all, we put a lot of effort into
getting Québec ready to become a country or a key player in
the Canadian Federation, depending on where your personal allegiance lies.
This is the kind of work that made Québec such a forward-thinking place, a place now recognized as a nation by
the House of Commons and a member in good standing of
the International Organisation of La Francophonie. But all
this energy spent on nation-building left very little mental
space to devote to what the metropolis itself should be. Our
obsession with building Québec did not really hold back
Montréal’s development as a city with a worldwide reputation for being modern and sophisticated. But it did undermine the construction of a shared vision of Montréal.
Accordingly, the facts on which we should focus our collective attention remain a mystery to most. Fact: Montréal is
indeed the second-largest student city in North America, yet
we paradoxically have the lowest university graduation rate,
which largely explains our sub-par economic performance.
Fact: Montréal has one of the continent’s most dynamic
downtown areas, with one-tenth of Québec’s gdp generated
within the 10 square kilometers bordered by uqam, McGill,
Concordia, and the river. Fact: half of Québec’s population
lives in the Urban Agglomeration of Montréal, an exceptional nation-to-metropolis ratio only matched by certain South
American cities. Our collective narrative of what Montréal
is disregards these core elements and so many more, not
through forgetfulness or denial, but because the very idea
that we share a common history and urban future is a new,
emerging concept.

Our obsession with
building Québec did
not really hold back
Montréal’s development
as a city with a
worldwide reputation
for being modern and
sophisticated. But it
did undermine the
construction of a shared
vision of Montréal.
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RECONCILING FRENCH MONTRÉAL WITH ITS REAL HISTORY

I remember hearing the late Marcel Côté speak during the
Montréal Arts Council Arts-Business Award ceremony, a
few days before he announced that he would be running
for city office in 2013. He’d just received the highest honours for his exceptional philanthropic commitment, and
the secor consulting firm founder was generous enough
to share the prize with the other finalists. However, he
ended up butchering their names, one after another, turning his act of generosity into a farce. In some ways, this incident foreshadowed the turn his campaign would take:
never had such a prominent candidate yielded such poor
results in Montréal’s municipal elections. His proposals, often brilliant, were systematically ridiculed, as if this

builder’s c reative and agile spirit made him look like a blundering fool. On the contrary, this non-linear approach was
his strength, allowing those who valued his opinion to have
a clear grasp of his ideas, making his vision accessible instead of sententiously opaque.
At the outset of his campaign, Côté proclaimed that
Montréal was a bilingual city. The idea seems obvious
to many, a given that even finds its way into the City of
Montréal’s coat of arms, whose rose, thistle, and clover represent the contributions of the English, Scottish, and Irish
communities to the construction of the metropolis, alongside the French fleur-de-lys. But this historical reality is in
direct contradiction with the collective narrative of contemporary Québec, whose sole official language is French.
There’s no question that Montréal sets itself apart from
the other cities of the continent and of the world by virtue
of its French status, which sharply contrasts with the 40 or
so large cities that surround us. There’s also no doubt about
the importance of the preservation of French Montréal in
ensuring the survival and outreach of Québec’s identity. But
just as the spot where cold and hot water meet in the ocean
allows for the creation of a spectacular marine ecosystem,
Montréal is a rich and exciting city because its French roots
have always evolved in contact with anglophone, allophone,
and First Nation communities.
Côté was compelled to unequivocally retract this statement, shrugging it off as a “beginner’s mistake.” To the delight of his adversaries, it was just the beginning of a long
string of strikes against the voting majority’s sensibilities.
Unfortunately for those who’d like Montréal to send a loud
and clear message, it was a missed opportunity to reconcile
our view of the Québec nation with Montréal’s burgeoning
narrative, a reconciliation which will inevitably require the
recognition of both the French fact and the contributions of
the anglophones, allophones, and First Nations to the construction, past and future, of the city.
ROOM TO GROW

Trying to label something poorly defined is always a risky
proposition. Yet it’s exactly what a team of top creators,
graphic designers, and marketing specialists attempted to
do in 2008, when the Montréal Metropolitan Community
set out to group the region’s 88 cities under a single logo
and slogan. After hundreds of interviews, multiple surveys,
and, most importantly, countless hours of work sessions
spread out over two years, the team concluded that what defined Montréal wasn’t a specific set of shared values, but,
on the contrary, the absence of strong shared values which,
combined with an extraordinary collective tolerance, made
our agglomeration a peerless “freedom zone.” Hence the
proposed slogan: “Le Grand Montréal, l’espace pour se réaliser,” [Greater Montréal, make it real] under a multicoloured M.
To experience this freedom zone, all you need to do is
walk along Saint Catherine Street, between Saint Laurent
Boulevard and Guy Street. You’ll encounter a unique mix
of functions that you won’t find anywhere else: sex shops

The absence of strong
shared values,
combined with an
extraordinary collective
tolerance, made our
agglomeration a peerless
“freedom zone.”

stand alongside churches; prestigious business addresses—which in other cities are often relegated to daytime-
only business districts, such as Boston’s Financial District
or Chicago’s Loop—are stuck between theatres and stores of
all kinds.
Clearly, too many of our fellow citizens suffer from social
exclusion. But you need to travel, study, or work elsewhere
to really grasp the extent to which Montréal is actually a very
tolerant place, where it’s possible to live out one’s uniqueness and nonconformism completely undisturbed.
Talking about a "freedom zone" is just as dangerous
as trying to put a hazy idea into words. As soon as it was
brought to the attention of the general public, it was immediately shot down, since neither journalists nor public opinion understood the merits of paying for creative work, nor
the relevance of launching an initiative that united the metropolitan area’s different cities. If the idea that we share a
common metropolitan story is an emerging concept, this
episode shows how difficult it is even to agree on something
as basic as its title.
GROUNDS FOR MONTRÉAL'S COLLECTIVE STORY

The extraordinary thing about large cities is that within a
confined area, they gather millions of individuals whose
destinies find themselves connected in some way. Today,
the cities that stand out are those that offer these individuals many opportunities to meet each other, to forge relationships and collaborate. Exceptional cities are especially
those that develop out of shared values and build by seeking to achieve a collective dream. Bilbao, a Basque city a bit
smaller than Québec City, has managed to scale the ranks
of Europe’s top tourist destinations. We often credit this
renaissance to the opening of the Guggenheim Museum,
designed by architect Frank Gehry, and many cities have attempted to recreate the "Bilbao effect" by investing massively in iconic architecture. However, as Gorka Espiau, advisor
to former Basque President Juan José Ibarretxe, points out,
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In Montréal, the creative
spirit feeds off rich
encounters, because
they are diverse, but
also because everyone
is free to express their
singularity.

the Guggenheim was not the beginning of the city’s renaissance, but rather the culmination of two decades of collective work whose starting point was realizing that the future
of Bilbao and of the Basque Autonomous Region were intimately and ultimately linked. The museum showed the
world the substantive work undertaken by a population that
reoccupied its metropolis, an act founded on a collective
culture and a shared projection into the future.
Last spring, I had the opportunity to show Brian
Bowman, the young and dynamic mayor of Winnipeg,
around Montréal. After a stroll through the Quartier des
spectacles, we got into a Téo taxi—Montréal’s response to
multinational corporation Uber—to visit the Pointe-SaintCharles police operations center. Mayor Bowman, who is
also dealing with Uber’s presence in his city, was particularly impressed by the level of sophistication from Téo, which
is built on a fleet of electric taxis equipped with the latest
technology. But his chief of staff, trained as an engineer,
gave us a reality check by showing us that every technology
used by Téo—from car geolocation to the remote control of
their energy levels—was already rather mainstream. Patrick
Gagné, the head of the company, was quick to recognize
this, while indicating that Téo’s innovation wasn’t a matter
of choosing one or other of these technologies, but of combining them in an unexpected way.
Like Téo Taxi, Montréal doesn’t shine because of any
single feature, but rather because of the rare coexistence
of a number of characteristics. For Jayne Engle, CanadianAmerican urban activist, these defining features are social
peace and multilingualism, as well as a strong culture of
creativity and entrepreneurship. Social peace largely refers
to Montréal’s status as a “freedom zone.” With a few regrettable exceptions, regardless of sex, age, ethnicity, or sexual
orientation, it’s possible to wander around Montréal pretty much anywhere, at any hour, and feel safe. This social
peace, the foundation that allows citizens to freely express
their individuality, is in stark contrast to the continent’s
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other major urban areas. All the more so since Montréal is
a multi-ethnic city—one citizen out of three is born outside
Canada. Yet not only does this not manifest itself in significant social tensions, on the contrary, the Montréal area allows immigrants to keep their native language longer than
elsewhere, making Montréal the city with the highest rate of
trilingualism in North America. Creativity and the entrepreneurial bug are already widely celebrated, in this city which
the Cirque du Soleil and Compagnie Marie Chouinard call
home, and which launched Leonard Cohen, Ieoh Ming
Pei, and Normand Laprise and saw them take their careers
to dizzying heights. Rare are the cities that are both quiet
and booming, since social peace is often more of a collective soporific than a source of creativity. In Montréal, the
creative spirit feeds off rich encounters, because they are
diverse, but also because everyone is free to express their
singularity.
To these three characteristics, I would add another.
Montréal is located at the outskirts of a vast and superb
territory, accessible via an extensive network of rivers and
lakes, a territory rife with natural resources, as well as (his)
stories. If Montréal is so unusual, it’s because it is the metropolis of such an unusual territory. Building Montréal’s
collective history, bringing us together around shared values doesn’t mean breaking with Québec’s collective history.
Narratives are non-exclusive: they compound and can even
mutually strengthen each other. It’s by reconciling how we
see Montréal with this Québec history that has monopolized
our attention for half a century that we can manage to usher
in a narrative that brings us together.
The four features that I outlined as a basis for a stronger
narrative about Montréal are no more than a rough draft.
The wonderful thing about the modern age is that citizens
do more than recite their collective history; they write it out.
Writing this story about Montréal is one such strong collective project, a project that can make this a better city, a
city that better comes to terms with its past and demotion
as Canada’s first city, its present defined by a multicultural
population and an extraordinary will to create, and above all
its future, by better assuming its responsibility as the metropolis of the Québec nation and the importance of its participation in redefining what cities are in the 21st century. ●

Félix-Antoine Joli-Cœur was the architect of Je vois mtl, a 2014 event that
brought together 1,500 leaders from every industry to revitalize the metropolis.
He since founded Idéesfx, a consulting firm that turns ideas into projects
and whose principal mandate was the creation of Amplifier Montréal, a group
of actions that seek to redefine civic engagement.
Olivo Barbieri is a photographer known for his aerial photographs that
simulate shallow depth of field. He has participated in numerous international
exhibitions. His photos of Montréal were published in The 60s: Montréal
Thinks Big, the catalog of an exhibition organized by the Canadian Centre
for Architecture.

SNAPSHOTS
Five authors and photographers
each describe a detail that epitomizes
their relationship with Montréal.
Illustrations: Mélanie Baillairgé

Promenade Ontario
Mani Soleymanlou
Punks walking their dog, “tabarnaks” and “câlices,” young
families—Promenade Ontario teems with life.
He, on the other hand, walks with a slow, creaky gait.
He’s almost in slow motion, out of place; people stare.
His step seems heavier than that of others, heavier than
mine, more thoughtful. His sandals seem to stick to the
pavement. He takes his time, his hands crossed behind his
back, looking lost in thought. Maybe it’s age; he seems to be
from another era. Around him reigns the chaos of the first
day of the month in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve. With squinting eyes and loose powder-blue clothing that ripples with
every step, he might wonder how he got there. He seems
at ease, anyway. Pensive. Almost lost. His outfit appears to
breathe better than mine. He passes a store that sells funky/
funny/kitschy T-shirts. One says, “Made icitte!!,” another
features Marilyn Monroe blowing a kiss and rolling dice,
and a third has a Québec flag with marijuana leaves in place
of fleurs-de-lys. A fourth says, “Fuck ISIS” in an Arabic-style
font. He continues on his way. As if it’s nothing. He walks
the length of Promenade Ontario, finally arrives at his destination, opens the door to the mosque, slowly removes his
shoes, and leaves his new life outside—this neighbourhood
undergoing a seismic shift, that from now on sports the col
ours of the whole world.
This neighbourhood that, for an instant and increasingly
often, is mine. ●

In 2011, Mani Soleymanlou
founded Orange Noyée, a creative
theatre company for which he
wrote, staged, and acts in Un,
Deux, and Trois, a trilogy about
exile and identity that will be
performed in 2017 at the Théâtre
National de Chaillot in Paris.
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Hutchison Street
Guillaume Morissette

I live in Mile End, on Hutchison near Bernard.
Most of my neighbours are members of the Hasidic
Jewish community, although “neighbour” seems like an
odd word choice to describe our relationship. We’re more
like oil and water—we can come into contact, but never mix.
As the birth rate among the Hasidic community eclipses the
Québec average, most of my neighbours have young children. I am an unmarried man in his early 30s with precarious financial health, no safety net, few real responsibilities,
and absolutely no desire to procreate. Being constantly surrounded by families is a bit strange for me, as if my life was
the photo negative of my neighbours’.

CP’s Railroad
Clayton Bailey

When I walk down the street, I often pass fathers who are
around my age. They go about their day, holding the hands
of little girls in long floral dresses or boys in suits more stylish than anything kicking around in my closet. My neighbours usually try to avoid making eye contact, which gives
me the impression that I’m some kind of forbidden object—nevertheless, I feel a certain amount of mutual curiosity, a secret desire to look at each other square on and to
accept the existence of the other. I sometimes imagine my
neighbours’ children asking their parents questions about
me and my life. Why does that man wear clothing different
from ours, why isn’t he married, why does he always seem
unsatisfied or sad or stressed, why does he eat several bowls
of cereal at seven p.m. on a Tuesday? When I try to conceive
of my existence in this way, from the point of view of a child
trying to understand my lifestyle and priorities, I often think
that my life makes no sense.
Although my neighbours and I generally do our utmost
to ignore each other, we still have a relationship. I can see
them and they can see me, which allows us to imagine
the other’s life and to exist in a completely different way
through those projections. ●

Guillaume Morissette is the author
of New Tab (Véhicule Press, 2014),
finalist for the 2015 Amazon
First Novel Award. He lives in
Montréal, where he’s the co-editor
of Metatron, a small independent
publishing house. He’s the subject
of a profile “Délier la langue”
[Loosening the Tongue] in NP07.
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Clayton Bailey is a photographer based in
Little Italy. His project, Traverse, begun
in 2009 with Suzanne Paquet, deals
with two features of Montréal: constant
improvisation and the importance of
industrial architecture. Along the railroad
tracks that separate the Plateau Mont-Royal
from La Petite-Patrie, a war of attrition
reigns between the citizens and Canadian
Pacific, which refuses to build pedestrian
walkways despite repeated requests from the
community and municipal governments.
cptraversecp.com
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Saint Louis Square
Élise Turcotte

I left the north of the city to return to its heart in the middle of cold, snowy January. The frosty, tightly shut windows
of my third-floor nest made me imagine for a while that I
lived in a kind of monastery. An unfamiliar silence isolated
me from the sounds of the city, but I figured that I’d eventually have to get used to it in order to keep writing in my
tiny office where I’d set up. Then, little by little, the snow
began to melt and warmer weather slowly moved in. The
tinkling of utensils could be heard in every backyard and,
every morning, I discovered dozens of syringes in the alley
next to the stone church that had initially drawn me here,
a giant silhouette almost leaning against my patio, making
me dream that I was elsewhere. What’s the good of living in
a city if not to make you feel like a stranger? My minuscule
workspace now drove me out—as soon as I opened the two
doors that let onto a little green balcony, traffic noises and
black dust chased away my ideas, whereas if I closed them
the heat oppressed me. But I liked that small room. I liked
that balcony where, perched high in the trees under a gable
ornamented with scale-shaped roofing tiles, I held court not
like a Juliet from a love story but like a low-grade Giulietta
degli spiriti, smiling at the downfall of her persona. It’s because of the balcony that I chose to make this the home of
my writing, this Victorian cabinet open to the hurly-burly of
the city and the world. Here I would give shape to my days.
Here characters would speak another language. Here I already measured the precise distance I needed to fulfill my
task. The moment where we balance ourselves on a steel
wire, perhaps above the street, head held aloft between life
and death still, but sustained by the rhythm, the drama of
passers-by, cars, bikes, snippets of conversation, children’s
cries, the solitude of the past, unbridled television, the
clicking of high heels, ghosts, bands of wild horses coming
down the mountain.

Élise Turcotte lives in Montréal,
where she’s been writing and
publishing for 35 years. A hybrid
animal, she likes moving
around genres. Her last books
were Autobiographie de l’esprit
(La Mèche, 2013), Le parfum
de la tubéreuse (Alto, 2015), and
La forme du jour (Le Noroît, 2016).
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I’ll Be Back Soon
Mélanie Baillargé

But then the scent awoke. At the end of May, the buds of
the tree that I thought was sick all winter and which gave it
a sad look, these buds which I later learned were the surviving fruit made way, after just a few hours of sunshine, for
clusters of undreamt-of white flowers. I smelled them first,
perhaps because I’m short-sighted, perhaps also because I
didn’t much look at this tree that resisted in its own way,
without fanfare. The city’s old elm was much more impressive, which now brushed the bars of my suspended cage.
But the scent of the white flowers intensified and reminded
me of the lindens in Berlin, yet even more insistent, with a
healthy dose of honey. Memories came in the door, as did,
in a sense, the future. The scent so invaded my workspace
that I had to learn the name of this tree, and it was delightful: the Robinia. I found it had an air that was both exotic
and territorial, a tree of the Americas, a citizen of ephemeral, explosive spring. This Robinia kept me from leaving
and, over time, became the hidden perspective of my writing landscape. ●

This fall, illustrator, designer, and
author Mélanie Baillairgé will be
releasing La ligne la plus sombre,
her first graphic novel with author
Alain Farah, published by Éditions
de la Pastèque.
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L’allée de la Confédération was a project inspired
by the new capital of Brazil, Brasília. This new
area was intended to cover all train tracks between Central Station and the Port of Montréal,
as well as the Lachine Canal. Little Brasília would
have included a huge auditorium and high-rise office towers.
8. A TOWER ATOP MOUNT ROYAL
2

3. A NORTH-SOUTH HIGHWAY ON BERRI

Another proposal: replace Berri Street with a
major thoroughfare that would traverse the

Plateau all the way up to the north end of the
city. A vestige of this project can be seen today on
a section of Berri between Saint Catherine Street
and Roy.
4. AN ELEVATED HIGHWAY ON SAINT LAURENT
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7. LITTLE BRASÍLIA IN THE HEART OF DOWNTOWN

2. A 300-STATION METRO

The Metropolitan Highway came very close to having a twin: an elevated highway running along
Saint Laurent Boulevard.

RUE

La Cité-Concordia was a redevelopment project
planned for a large area east of McGill University.
Numerous residences would have been demolished and replaced with eight towers and many
other modern buildings. Due to major protests
against this project, “only” 25 Victorian residences were torn down and a less aggressive version of the project—La Cité—was constructed.
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6. A BUSINESS DISTRICT IN THE McGILL GHETTO

In 1967, it was believed that Montréal could reach
seven million inhabitants by the year 2000. To facilitate increased travel within the city, a metro
system comprising nine lines and about 300 stations was designed. It would have reached as far
as the airport and Nun’s Island.
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5. A NORTH-SOUTH HIGHWAY ON PAPINEAU

To carry out its plan for a new university in the
east end modelled after British and American universities, the city would have had to completely
demolish all buildings located between Rachel
Street, Pine Avenue, Saint Laurent Boulevard and
Parc La Fontaine Avenue. La Fontaine Park and
Mount Royal Park would have been connected
with a huge concrete platform planted with
greenery and Saint Denis Street would have been
turned into a tunnel. But in the end, this very des
tructive university project was replaced by a less
intrusive one: today’s uqam campus.
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BD.
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The large square formed by Papineau, De
Lorimier, Ontario and Sherbrooke Streets could
have been completely taken over by a huge interchange that would connect the Ville-Marie
Expressway with Autoroute 19. The Ville-Marie
was to be extended eastward over a significant
part of the Hochelaga district and Autoroute
19 would have stretched across the city from
the Papineau-Leblanc Bridge all the way to the
Jacques Cartier Bridge. This north-south axis project was instead relocated toward Autoroute 25.
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1. A CAMPUS ON THE PLATEAU
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Montréal has evolved tremendously since the 1950s. However, the city’s transformation could have
been even more significant had the city leaders fully executed their (exceptionally) ambitious
plans. They wanted to prepare Montréal for the year 2000, when it was expected to have millions
of inhabitants and to rank among the world’s greatest cities. This goal meant making great sacrifices
that would affect the city’s cultural heritage and the social fabric of entire neighbourhoods.
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MONTRÉAL: THE CITY
THAT COULD HAVE BEEN
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Former mayor Jean Drapeau made it clear on
two occasions that he wanted to build a tower
on Mount Royal, first in the early 1960s and
once again in the 1980s. His goal was more
than ambitious: the tower would be considered
one of the Wonders of the World and would be
used as a meeting point for all people on earth.
This objective was revealed in the memoirs of
Yvon Lamarre, former president of Montréal’s
Executive Committee. The inclined version of the
tower planned in the 1960s resembled the one
that currently overlooks the Olympic Stadium,
so maybe Mayor Drapeau did, at least partly, get
what he wished for.

7

1. La Société du renouvellement de l’Est de Montréal, “Preliminary

scheme for a university in the eastern part of Montreal”
from L’UNEST: La rénovation de l’est de Montréal par la création
d’une université ouvrière, September 1966, Fonds Mayerovitch et
Bernstein, Collection Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
2. Plan de transport de Montréal (Ministère de l’équipement
et du logement et Ministère des transports, 1967). Bibliothèque
municipale de Montréal.
4. Lalonde and Valois, engineers, “Study for layout of east-west
expressway,” from L’autostrade est-ouest, Cité de Montréal [p.39]
1959, Collection Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
6. Mayerovitch and Bernstein, architects, Cité Concordia:
presentation panel, 1962, Fonds Mayerovitch et Bernstein,
Collection Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
7. André Blouin and Victor Prus, architects, Plan for “Confederation
Promenade,” perspective, c. 1960–1961, Fonds André Blouin,
Collection Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
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375
		YEARS
OF MONTRÉAL
HISTORY,
IN FOUR PARTS

1642–1760
Montréal,
the Wild, Mystical
Trading Post
Laurent Turcot

In the beginning, there was Hochelaga. Before it was royal, the mountain that overlooked the river was Native American.
Then Cartier and Champlain showed up. The island was rife
with extraordinary richness. It was located at the heart of the Saint
Lawrence River’s most fertile plain, and allowed for control over access
to the interior of the continent and the Great Lakes, a new place to
start exploring, much to the displeasure of the natives.
The Société de Notre-Dame de Montréal mystics, under the guidance of Paul de Chomedey de Maisonneuve and Jeanne Mance, are
the ones who made the French city project a reality in 1642. The goal
wasn’t merely to settle there, but to convert the natives as well. Better
yet, to turn Ville-Marie into a bastion of evangelization that would also
populate this Christian paradise (the Canadian martyrs would also see
to it, in their own way). In France, no one believed in this city, neither
the Compagnie des Cent-Associés nor the governor, and the Cardinal
de Richelieu, the monarchy’s strongman, even less. However, the
obstinate will of the evangelists would silence these metropolitan nay
sayers. Yet the city would only remain the hoped-for “city of God” for 20
years—soon enough, the Iroquois peril would crash down on Montréal.
A 100-meter palisade that sheltered 70 French souls was built. The
city was surrounded, and anyone who ventured outside the fortifications often fell prey to those dubbed the “Savages.” This didn’t prevent
the city from prospering, however: the community acquired a hospital,
then a school, thanks to Marguerite Bourgeoys. The Société de NotreDame collapsed in 1650, and the island was finally handed over to the
Compagnie des Prêtres de Saint-Sulpice in 1663.
Born under the auspices of mysticism and evangelization, Montréal
quickly became an important fur trade hub. But it was religious community properties that continued to trace the city’s map: Recollets to
the west, Jesuits to the east, and Sulpicians, Religious Hospitallers of
St. Joseph, and the Sisters of the Congregation of Notre-Dame in the
centre. The city of a hundred spires, as Mark Twain would later des
cribe it, was erecting its first bell towers. But the native threat continued to loom; peace had to be made.
In 1701, representatives of New France signed the Great Peace of
Montréal treaty with 39 First Nation chiefs, who appended their signatures in the form of ravishingly beautiful animal pictograms. At
the time, Canada was populated by nearly 14,000 inhabitants, including 2,100 in Montréal. The city was particularly mixed back then:
Canadians, French (arrived from overseas or just passing through),
Native Americans (residents or slaves), Afro-Americans (enslaved, rarely emancipated), and Acadians (exiles or fugitives).
Throughout the 18th century, Montréal was largely spared the vagaries of war. But on September 8, 1760, the city—and, with it, the rest of
Canada—surrendered, and the British were added to an already motley
cast of characters. ● ● ● ●

We asked four historians to tell us
about Montréal, from its founding
to the present day.

Laurent Turcot is a professor of history at the Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières. The Canada
Research Chair in the history of recreation and entertainment is the author of Sports et loisirs,
une histoire des origines à nos jours (Gallimard, November 2016), and, in collaboration with
Stéphanie Neveu, of Vivre et survivre à Montréal au 21e siècle (Hamac/Septentrion, October 2016).
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1761–1849
The Art of
Cohabitation
Jean-Philippe
Garneau

For the 4,000 or so Montréal dwellers began an imposed and lasting
cohabitation with the English forces. The “Britishization” of VilleMarie, slow and erratic at first and picking up speed after 1815, certainly constitutes the defining factor of this critical period in the city’s
destiny. From 1832 until Confederation, the majority of the population originated from British migrations. Some early settlers had
dreams of striking it rich, like Anglo-Scottish merchants attracted by
the fur trade. Many others simply fled inhospitable shores in search
of a better fate (American revolution, British industrialization, and especially the Irish famines). Some of them ended up there by force of
circumstances: demobilized German troops, soon-to-be-emancipated
black or Native American slaves. Henceforth, the Desrivières, McGills,
Frobishers, and Todds would rub shoulders in the dirty side streets
of Montréal; Jean-Baptistes and Marie-Annes would live alongside
Williams and Janes. It was an unusual mix that gave Montréal a new
identity whose traces the city still bears today.
Cohabitation wasn’t always happy and easygoing, to say the least.
Faced with occupying armies (again during the American invasion in
1775–1776), bruised by the political violence erupting in the streets,
wiped out by contagious diseases spread by immigrants, powerless
witnesses to the bloody crushing of the Patriotes in February 1839 or
the burning of the Canadian Parliament in 1849, the city was built in
the face of adversity. Its inhabitants had to learn to make do with the
irritants and hazards created by this difficult coexistence. Little by little, Montréal became divided. Sociability evolved around the various
denominations in church, in social institutions or associations that
proliferated in the 19th century. Neighbourhoods had a tendency to
attract city-dwellers of similar origins: French Canadians dominated
in the eastern districts, the Anglo-Protestants in the west. The Irish
occupied Griffintown, while the anglophone upper classes withdrew to
the mansions of the Golden Square Mile.
Easily surpassing the threshold of 50,000 residents by 1850,
Montréal experienced an impressive growth that yielded new or heavier inequalities than there were before. The city became the hub of economic development in British North America and gained the status of
commercial metropolis that went with it. Disparities escalated: (very)
rich owners neighboured (very) many less fortunate tenants, soldiers,
prostitutes, or unemployed; on Place d’Armes, the Bank of Montréal
proudly taunted the new Notre-Dame Basilica; the gas of the streetlights lit up only certain streets, leaving entire sections of the city in
the shadows; the steamships broke the elegant rhythm of the sailboats
moored in the new port, while the railroad loomed on the horizon;
Republican ideas and science split with Rule of Law or sermonized
dogma. For the casual observer, Montréal appeared to be a patchwork
of new and old ways of thinking and doing, which progressively unravelled under the pressure of a modernity already in full swing. ● ● ● ●

Jean-Philippe Garneau is a professor at the uqam Department of History.
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1850–1945
The Great
Transformation
Éric Bédard

During the century between the terrible fire of 1852 and
the end of the Second World War, Montréal underwent
considerable transformation and left its old rival Québec
City in the dust for good. From 1870 to 1930, its population increased tenfold and reached the million mark, making it the most populous in the country. From 1905 to
1914, its territory saw unprecedented expansion, swallowing Ahuntsic, Saint-Henri, Rosemont, Maisonneuve, and 20
other municipalities.
Port city, financial centre, industrial capital, Montréal experienced spectacular prosperity: a stock market was created
(1874), entrepreneurs built docks in the east end, Canadian
Pacific opened the Angus shops (1904), and then the Québec
state created the École Polytechnique (1873), hec Montréal
(1907), and the École Technique (1911). Université de
Montréal was finally granted autonomy in 1920.
Along with this extremely rapid growth came the grandeur and misery of urban living. At the turn of the 20th
century, the Golden Square Mile’s upper crust built magnificent residences around McGill University, rode in lovely horse-drawn trams and went for strolls in Mount Royal
Park, designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, also responsible for giving New Yorkers their Central Park. In workingclass neighbourhoods, life was clearly a lot more difficult.
In 1891, Montréal still had 6,600 outhouses, and pedestrians often ran into dead animal carcasses. Until the 1910s, a
significant percentage of housing didn’t have running w
 ater.
Water and milk were of poor quality, which had a devastat-

ing effect on infant mortality rates. To fight against this
scourge, a group of philanthropists founded Saint Justine
Hospital (1907) and social reformers provided mothers with
pints of pasteurized milk.
This poverty had many faces. From the mid-19th century,
thousands of Irish Catholics sought refuge in Montréal and
contributed to the hard work carried out on the Lachine
Canal. At the turn of the 20th century, the city welcomed
many Jews fleeing Russian pogroms, Italians dreaming
of a better life, and a few thousand Chinese, ostracized
in Western Canada. This poverty was primarily French
Canadian, however. This is because Montréal welcomed
tens of thousands of down-and-out farmers from the surrounding countryside. Toward the end of the 19th century,
francophones made up a little more than 60 per cent of
Montréal’s population, while until 1860, the city was by and
large English. In 1880, francophones reached a majority in
city council; in 1914, with the election of Mayor Médéric
Martin, the rotation rule came to an end.
Starting in 1924, the year the cross was erected on Mount
Royal, French Canadians celebrated their Saint Jean with
spectacular parades. While the sheep may have been their
mascot, they were far from all sharing the same values.
Some followed the dictates imposed by their bishops and
avoided bad books or refrained from going to the m
 ovies
on Sunday after church—the Ouimetoscope opened its
doors in 1906. But many of them did as they pleased: freethinkers such as Joseph Guibord, Freemasons like Honoré
Beaugrand, headstrong women akin to Éva Circé-Côté, and
that’s without mentioning the unknown ones who defied
their priests, for example by using contraception during the
Depression in the 1930s.
During the Second World War, the face of Montréal became more familiar. Due to an economic boom and the
benefits wrested by the unions, a middle class took shape.
In 1941, 19 per cent of Montréal households already had
a car, half of them had a telephone at their disposal, and
85 per cent owned a radio set. In 1944, the Québec government under Adélard Godbout broke the back of the electri
city conglomerate by nationalizing Montreal Light, Heat and
Power, a monopoly that had been raking in obscene profits since the beginning of the century. The belt-tightening
of the Depression was a thing of the past, as well as the fear
of conscription. Instead, optimism was available in spades.
People attended Gratien Gélinas’ annual revues, laughed
at the impressions performed by a young Olivier Guimond
and La Poune at the National, watched American films,
squeezed into Montréal Canadiens hockey games where a
young Maurice Richard displayed his brilliance. For many
households, the skies were finally clear and dreams took
shape—including that of living in the suburbs. ● ● ● ●

Doctor of history at McGill University and professor at téluq, the Université
du Québec’s distance education university, Éric Bédard is notably the author
of Réformistes : Une génération canadienne-française au milieu du 19e siècle (Boréal,
2012) and of History of Québec for Dummies (For Dummies, 2013).
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1946–2017
From Brutal
Modernization
to Friendly City
Mathieu Lapointe

During the postwar period, Montréal went through such
drastic changes that the city as it stands today would be
nearly unrecognizable to its 1945 citizens. This transformation started slowly but picked up speed with the “public
morality” campaign that shook the metropolis in the 1950s.
This era’s thriving nightlife, the heyday of Montréal
cabarets, had its flip side—the proliferation of brothels,
gambling dens, and speakeasies. The police and certain
politicians were suspected of tolerating them in order to
placate a mob that could be very useful come election time.
The era’s very own Charbonneau Commission, the Caron
Inquiry (1950–1953) discredited the administration that was
in place, paving the way for the election of 38-year-old Jean
Drapeau, supported by the Civic Action League. He would
preside over Montréal’s great modernization.
Modernity, integrity, and especially traffic, because
Montrealers, just like all North Americans, fell in love with
cars and suburbs, where for the longest time the major
metropolitan growth would be concentrated. In order to alleviate the congestion of the downtown core, expressways
(Ville-Marie, Bonaventure, Metropolitan) and boulevards
(Dorchester, Decarie) were punched into the urban fabric,
through working-class neighbourhoods whose destruction
was justified in the name of the fight against “slums.” The
old Red Light District was partially razed to make way for
a new social housing complex, near which the new Place
des Arts was built. The “Faubourg à m’lasse” was severely
amputated by the construction of the new Maison Radio30

Canada—a symbol of the shift of entertainment toward
television and radio, at the expense of downtown caba
rets. Across the street, Complexe Desjardins was erected,
a symbol of francophones winning back control over their
economy.
While Montréal may no longer have been Canada’s metropolis, it was becoming increasingly clear that the city was
Québec’s metropolis. It was the venue where the important
events in Québec’s modernity were played out: the national
issue and the fight to assert the rightful place of the French
language; immigrant integration; the many social movements, in a city familiar with unemployment and poverty,
on top of well-established traditions of student, union, and
community activism. These big debates were echoed in the
media, which was also highly concentrated in the metropolis, contributing to the feeling of alienation of other regions.
While at the beginning of this period the city’s face was still
a very English one, the rise of a more confident nationalism
in French Canadians, soon rechristened “Québécois,” upset
the anglophone community, which continued to be very aggressive—from fighting against language laws to opposing
municipal fusions in the 2000s.
Despite the exodus of about 300,000 residents, exacerbated by the election of the Parti Québécois in 1976, the community held together and renewed itself, namely through an
influx of immigration.
Montréal’s ethno-cultural diversity exploded when
the racist criteria of Canadian immigration policies were
dropped in the 1960s and 1970s. Because of this change,
Mayor Drapeau’s ambition to make Montréal an international city became a reality, as epitomized by the major
events he would oversee: Expo 67 and the Olympic Games.
The economy has seen its share of bleakness. The decline of traditional industries in the period between 1970
and 1990 plunged old working-class neighbourhoods like
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve into poverty. However, a reconversion towards a service-based economy led to a recovery accompanied by a real estate boom. Neighbourhoods once
avoided by the middle class experienced renewed interest.
This gentrification gradually pushed lower-income inhabitants toward neighbourhoods at the very edge of the island
or gave rise to cohabitation between the rich and the poor
that stirred up bitterness and anger.
Nonetheless, Montréal boasts numerous assets for the
present and future. Unlike many North American cities, it
benefits from a dense urban fabric that was developed prior
to the automotive city and was enhanced by the construction of the metro. Suitable for walking and biking, it is both
vibrant and relatively peaceful, tolerant, and affordable.
Montrealers have a lot to be proud of, even if their hockey
team has lost its glory of yesteryear. ● ● ● ●

ON THE
MONTREALISATION
OF FRENCH
MIGRANTS
They say there are now 100,000 French people in Québec. How does the city transform
their values, their social, family, and professional lives? Because she’s witnessed change
in herself (sometimes in radical ways), the author of investigative book Stolen Sisters
wanted to raise the issue with other expats.
Emmanuelle Walter

Doctor of history at York University, Mathieu Lapointe is the author of, among
others, Nettoyer Montréal : les campagnes de moralité publique, 1940–1954
(Septentrion, 2014). He is a guest researcher at McGill University’s Center for
Interdisciplinary Research on Montreal (cirm).
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COVERED IN THIS ARTICLE

Acculturation, or how the French become mutants.
The mix of arrogance and self-hatred. The joys
of no longer waiting in line for the slide.
Gushing conversations. Formatting personal growth.
Shades of grey.

I

can spot one of us in record time. A few seconds are
enough to pick out our tense features, jerky movements, machine-gun delivery, or impatience with our
progeny. In Montréal’s languor, I can almost see the
stress we leave in our wake like vapor trails. However,
those who’ve all but forgotten the existence of their
homeland, since they’ve been “Montrealed” for so
long, probably fly under my radar. And yet: from their years
in France inevitably remains a slight emotional distance, a
lingering chronic dissatisfaction, a touch of performance
anxiety. We come from a densely populated country where
we need to fight for a place to sit in the metro or a decent
job. “In Paris, you need to stand in line, even for the playground slides,” remembers mother of three Amicie Gardy
without a trace of nostalgia; she’s been in Montréal for
three years now.
Montréal: a big yet not overcrowded metropolis, dynamic without hysteria, creative but unpretentious. The dream.
Between 2009 and 2013, 68.5 per cent of French p
 eople
admitted to Québec chose to live there. The French
Consulate General estimates their number at 100,000, twice
as many as there were 10 years ago.
But can we really call this a French community? Of
course, you have what Laure, in Montréal for six years now,
calls “dominating expat communalism,” which she observes
with her own eyes in Laurier Park every summer once the
first warm days of June roll around. And we haven’t even
mentioned the streets of Outremont. But she adds: “When
French Montrealers meet, they’re quick to discuss their
seniority in the metropolis, and how much better they
understand Québec than those who’ve just recently shown
up. They’re always annoyed by French migrants who haven’t
been there as long as they have; they judge them, look down
on them.” There are two reasons for that. The first relates to
the complex nature of the French spirit, a mix of arrogance
and self-hatred. The second is that the French migrant is
a mutant. They undergo transformation, year after year,
forgetting who they were when they got here, with complete
disregard for those who follow in their footsteps.
The beginnings aren’t always easy. I remember a feeling
of linguistic and interpersonal haze (on top of that, it was
February, and snowing). Upon arrival, the language seems
so deceptively familiar that the culture shock can be worse
than if we’d landed in New York or Mexico.
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But after the initial shock comes metamorphosis, and, for
many, a sense of awareness that arises in liberating and
interrelated ways. French-born sociologist Valérie Amiraux,
a specialist in religious pluralism at the Université de
Montréal, breaks it down as follows: “I would say that the
feeling of mainly being perceived by others as a function of
what we do rather than as a function of origin (social or cultural) is necessarily liberating. The mechanisms that govern social reproduction are very different in Québec and in
France. The lesser importance, in social relations, given to
the mastery of language, vocabulary, the sacrosanct ‘general
culture of the French Republic’ and access to the cultural
codes of the dominating classes is most certainly disinhibiting for a lot of people. We are surprised to find out that a
dyslexic child is not systematically failing in school, that we
can go to work dressed the way we want (and the way we
can), that it’s possible to confess your ignorance of certain
things, that ethnic origins can be a reason to show pride.
Initially, it’s very reassuring, which doesn’t mean that afterwards everything is easy! Another part of it is the stronger
awareness of rights within social relations. In some situations, the idea that individual behaviours are regulated by
rules that everyone knows about can be a relief.”
Because I saw my position change, sometimes radically,
on issues like feminism, parenthood, and multiculturalism, I
wanted to ask other French Montrealers about this acculturation process. My sample is not meant to be representative, but
it’s vibrant. My seemingly innocuous question (“How have you
seen yourself change since you immigrated to Montréal?”)
launched gushing conversations and an outpouring of
identity-related anguish (Laure: “Being French is a burden. I
don’t like the French. I’m leaving the Plateau to avoid being
associated with them.”), interesting mental blocks (Katell,
a translator: “I have to say that what you’re asking me for
Nouveau Projet puts me in a tough spot; talking to you about
this France-Québec issue makes me really uncomfortable.”).
Our interview subjects are not all completely sold on
Québec and Montréal either: some of them criticize a certain indifference toward culture, an obsession with accumulating wealth, the instability of friendships, the formatting
of “personal growth.” But they are mutating, and they tell
us about it here.
ACTIVISM FOR OTHERS

Judith Rouan, community organizer in Saint-Laurent and
Montréal North, still can’t get over it: “I’m getting paid not
to explain to people how to cope, but to support them in
their ability to spur into action. Empowerment is an impossible practice in France, where we don’t believe that life
experience can be the basis for political thought, where we
fight on their behalf instead. I’ve always believed in the idea
of communities that can self-organize, and that’s what’s
going on here.” Judith enjoys campaigning with anglophone activists and revels in North American feminism.
“Intersectionality, the queer movement, gender studies…
Campaigning in Montréal has given me the vocabulary I
needed to express how I look at life. It’s liberating.”

MANAGING WITHOUT HUMILIATING

In Mile-End, Sylvain Lumbroso manages an educational
videogame start-up. “This morning, my technical director
said, ‘I know you’re already making efforts to be more diplomatic, but you have to keep at it.’ There you have it… I’m
learning to avoid being critical in too harsh a manner. It’s
an exercise in language and behaviour that’s completely the
opposite of the hot-headed management style I engaged in
back in Marseille. It’s calmed me down. Now I wouldn’t be
able to go back.” Amicie brings up the sandwich method:
“Squeeze criticism between two slices of compliments. I
also take this approach with the people I collaborate with
that are still in France. And it works.”

threatened at all… What a change! In Montréal, I let go of
my fear, then of the judgment of others about how I looked,
and then of the obligation to be attractive to men. Today,
I passionately admire how strong Québécois women are.
There’s a feminine power here, both sexual and social, that
continues to transform me.” Laure adds: “If I hear macho
remarks at a party, I’m going to speak my mind loud and
clear, and I won’t feel like a marginal loudmouth, but fully
within my rights.”
LIVING GAY WITHOUT CONSTRAINTS

Karine Gentelet, a sociologist specializing in indigenous
issues, has relieved herself of the weight of French hier
archies. “In France, there’s always someone who feels they
are socially above you and think it’s legitimate to be rude to
you. In Québec, class differences seem far less apparent in
social interactions. It’s great! Everything is permeable, flexible. No sublime and crushing architecture, no History that
weighs 10 tons, no intellectual supremacy. We are free, we
innovate more quickly.”

Richard immigrated to Montréal with his partner Fabien.
“When you deal with the administration, the personnel
tells you, as naturally as can be, ‘When you have kids…’
There isn’t even any question of ‘gay marriage,’ it’s completely integrated. Even my own way of looking at these
issues has changed.” Laure, who moved to Montréal to be
with her Québécois girlfriend: “I’m not afraid of educating
anyone about the issue. It comes naturally. It’s incredible!
Being part of a homo couple doesn’t restrict my choices in
any way. We French kiss in public. This world is my oyster.
Obviously, it’s not quite the same in Baie-Saint-Paul.” And
let’s not kid ourselves, it’s not the same in certain environments or more conservative neighbourhoods, either.

A WIDER RANGE OF POSSIBILITIES

LOOSENING THE STRANGLEHOLD

Nathalie Collet was an actress. “I was secretly dreaming of
restoring old furniture and designing lamps. Here I discovered my own freedom, I knocked down my mental barriers.
And I’m giving it a shot! In France, we don’t risk changing
career paths. Here, people go back to school whenever they
feel like it.” Like Laure, for example, another friend who,
at the age of 33, is taking up psychology studies at uqam:
“I’m surrounded by people who have no barriers. It’s an
emancipating environment. I’ve gained more power, a propensity for action.” Emmanuel Césario, a marketing strategist, speaks finely of a “mentality of possibilities. It’s not
that everything is easy, but there’s something in the air that
pulls you upwards.”

In France, the nuclear family remains an implicit ordinance. “In Montréal,” says Laure, “the couple is a kind of
forward contract that can’t last. The decision to have children is not related to the requirement of starting a family
‘until death do us part.’ There’s less cross-generational solidarity, but also no overpowering family model. Separation is
not the end of the world.”

LEAVING ELITISM BEHIND

PUTTING AN END TO ETHNOCENTRISM

Karine remembers discovering that “the French Revolution
isn’t as central as I thought. In Québec I learnt to put aside
my Eurocentrism. All of our myths are debunked. I realized
that the French Republican model was debilitating. My mental boundaries have expanded. Being here, where people
express their culture and identity, makes us grow as citizens
of the world.” Richard Montoux, an optician who moved
from Lyon, has the impression that’s he’s “living freely, mixing with all kinds of people, of all ages, of all cultures.”
FULL-ON FEMINISM

Montréal liberates French women. This statement is
unquestionable. Say goodbye (or nearly so) to harassment
in the street and the tyranny of appearance. Aurélie Arnaud,
a PR agent, can’t say enough about the issue. “The first time
I walked home alone, at four in the morning, I didn’t feel

IMMIGRATING TO GROW

Katell has doubts about everything, including the “nice
and peaceful Quebecer, tiresome and tormented French”
duality. “If you take darkness, ego, and violence away from
Quebecers, you end up Disneyfying them! When I emigra
ted, I gained greater access to grey zones, to the complexity
and nuances of others and in myself. And in this vagueness
and lukewarmness, I find greater richness and life impulses than I do in binaries. I feel cured of all anger. I find that
emigration softened me up, made me more lenient toward
the French, toward Quebecers, and ultimately, toward
myself.” ●

Emmanuelle Walter is a freelance journalist and works on indigenous and
environmental issues. She contributes to Nouvel Observateur, Châtelaine,
Terra eco, and develops documentary projects. Stolen Sisters: The Story of Two
Missing Girls, Their Families, and How Canada Has Failed Indigenous Women
(Harper Collins) is her latest book.
Illustration : Laurianne Poirier
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Waiting
Julien Lefort-Favreau

When we think of Montréal, we usually
think of its core neighbourhoods, the
downtown, its place at the heart of the
metropolitan region. But Montréal
is obviously a lot more than that. Among
other things, it’s a ribbon of surrounding
boroughs and towns, which—in their
aspirations, lifestyle and appearance—
more closely resemble the suburbs or the
country than the Plateau. Five Montrealers
from these outlying areas each take a
different angle to talk about life far from
the centre.

Photos: Nicolas Dufour-Laperrière

Riverdale High School, Pierrefonds.

MONTRÉAL’S
EXTREMITIES
34

The value of time is entirely relative. Writer Pierre Bergounioux
explained that technological progress does not spread over
a given area at an even speed. In the Limousin region of his
childhood, the modernization of the 1950s remained an abstract idea—no television or cutting-edge machinery marred
his landscape. The sociologist Fernand Dumont essentially
said the same thing: attending boarding school in Québec
City at the beginning of the Second World War, he had no
clue how a telephone worked until he was 17. At home in
Montmorency, there just weren’t any. A voyage across physical space often equals a trip through time. Dumont compared this double travel to a kind of emigration.
Pierrefonds in the 1990s was not rural Québec in the
1940s, granted, but you may be surprised to hear, as the
non-driver I was—we all want to be different in some way; in
my case I refused to get my licence—the frankly astonishing
amounts of time I spent waiting. At 6:45 a.m., a yellow bus
picked me up at home and dropped me at the high school
in Senneville, at Montréal’s westernmost extremity, before
going to get the elementary school kids. The result: an hour
of nothing to do before class. Every weekend, 12 km by bike
round trip for swim class and three and a half hours by
train to watch a 90-minute movie. Fifty minutes on foot to
get ice cream at the grocery store. Forty kilometers to go to
a pool party in Pincourt.
These experiences create in the mind of a young resident of Montréal’s sprawl tolerance for a ridiculous ratio
between time spent getting to and waiting for an activity
and time spent on the activity itself. It makes for a life better suited to the suburbs than to the urban centre, and you
will find more people strolling along boulevards in the areas
just outside the city than in Baudelaire’s Paris.
This habit of relativizing time persists in my adult life,
which I spend crisscrossing this lovely country to share my
modest wisdom about modern literature with Anglophone
students. On a via Rail train, which I ride as a Privilège
member, I’m indistinguishable from the teenager on the
Deux-Montagnes–Gare Central line (Roxboro-Pierrefonds
station), accompanied by a pile of books and music, patiently waiting to arrive somewhere. ●
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Loading dock on the Saint Lawrence, East End.
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Shopping Mall
Violaine Charest-Sigouin

Water
Nicolas Langelier

The Montréal North of my childhood was a garden of delights—whole days in the pool and munching cherry tomatoes in the backyard. Our property was so big it contained
two homes, ours and a little cottage where my grandmother
spent her summers.
But this garden of delights, as magnificent as it was,
wasn’t enough. Even at a very young age, I wanted to explore
the world. When I was five, this manifested itself as trips to
the Léger-Langelier Mall, and I remember my fascination
with the conveyor belt at Provigo, which transported grocery
bags out to cars in the parking lot.
Soon I was to discover that the world was vast and included even larger shopping malls, such as Place Bourassa.
At 11, I went every evening with my friends. I never bought
anything. The feverish joy of wandering around was
sufficient.
It was around the age of 15 when I became a real little consumer. Countless times I rode nearly the entire 33
Langelier bus route to get to a veritable palace of consumerism, Place Versailles. But that was before I discovered true
paradise, Saint Catherine Street. To get there, I had to take
the 48 Perras bus, the orange line on the metro, then the
green line. When night fell, I was often willing to repeat
this lengthy journey to go out to Foufounes Électriques.
Sometimes I went home on the night bus, which meant I
had to walk 15 minutes along Langelier Boulevard. It never
occurred to me that it might be dangerous for a girl my age
to walk alone at three a.m.
When my mom, who had by then become the head of
a single-parent family, had to sell our house, I felt no sadness—I was much too impatient to move into our new apartment, next to the Henri-Bourassa metro station. I was finally
getting closer to downtown!
Today shopping is no longer one of my favourite activities. I live in Mile End, where everything is so close that I
can get around on foot or by bike. Nevertheless, I’m always
ready to take the interminable bus trip to my childhood garden of delights. ●

Montréal was born at the water’s edge (you could almost
say in the water, as floods were so frequent until the early
20th century). But around 1850, the commercial and industrial nature of what we now call Old Montréal asserted itself, and the population slowly moved away. The wealthiest
moved up, toward Mount Royal with its orchards and clean
air, while the vast majority dispersed to neighbourhoods in
the west, east and north, separated from the river by warehouses, factories, and railroad tracks. Then was born the
concept of Montréal-that-turns-away-from-the-river.
Little by little, though, the island’s other shores saw their
populations grow, and a water-centric existence developed.
From Sainte-Anne-de-Bellevue to Pointe-aux-Trembles, from
Dorval to Ahuntsic, the river is never very far from Montrealers who live away from downtown. The river is at once a
point of reference, a playground, an excuse to meditate and
an ill-advised invitation to water-ski. Industrial and human
pollution during the second half of the 20th century sometimes impeded this interaction, but for several decades the
water quality in the Saint Lawrence and the Rivière des Prairies has steadily improved, and those activities are regaining
their former popularity.
I spent the first seven years of my life on the banks of the
Rivière des Prairies and 35 years later I can still perfectly
recall its smell, its colours, its warmth in July, the hum of
the hovercraft icebreaker in spring, and its quiet presence
at the end of Delphis-Delorme Street. As teenagers, we’d
go around to the other side of the Point and make bonfires
and do magic mushrooms on the shore, or we’d drink rivers of beer at the Repentigny Marina, and that was a kind
of aquatic life.
I often visited the embankment at Rivière-des-Prairies
where, in July 1690, 25 colonists ambushed a hundred or so
Iroquois warriors who were passing through on their way to
attack Montréal. I liked this idea of the Bout-de-l’Île as an
outpost protecting the city, and I think I kind of still see it
that way—as a place where we keep watch for what’s coming down the river, squinting and with a hand shielding our
eyes, the summer sun forming millions of diamonds on the
water’s surface. ●
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Humility
Jonathan Livernois

Automobile
Eric Deguire

The story in brief: the old village of Longue-Pointe, opulent
second homes (like George-Étienne Cartier’s Limoilou estate), the streetcar to Bout-de-l’Île in 1897, the division of
Hector Vinet and Pierre Tétreault’s lands (which created
Tétreaultville in 1907), Dominion Amusement Park from
1906 to 1937, the factories, the port, the Louis-Hippolyte La
Fontaine Bridge-Tunnel. And Saint-Jean-de-Dieu Hospital,
with Émile Nelligan inside, not very far.
The story of Montréal’s east end illustrates how rapidly
the whole city industrialized. Between the village and the
factory, between Longue-Pointe and its destruction to make
room for the bridge-tunnel, there is barely a trace. There’s a
kind of bareness, as if events unfolded too quickly to leave
a mark. Two or three 18th-century homes remain, including
one in which American Revolutionary War hero Ethan Allan
was locked up, whose troops tried to take Montréal by coming ashore at Longue-Pointe in September 1775. There isn’t
much left to tell the tale, apart from a park called “Parc de
la Capture-d’Ethan-Allen” at one end of the Bellerive boardwalk. You have to visit Vermont to learn more.
Why live in Tétreaultville, Montréal’s big backyard, a sort
of vacant lot that’s paradoxically inhabited? The almost disconcerting ordinariness of the place means it’s mostly people who were born here, or who worked or still work here.
There are some decent parts of the neighbourhood, north
of Sherbrooke Street near Ville d’Anjou, for example. But
even there, the smells of factories and timeworn facades are
never very far, reminding us that we’ll never be Brossard.
Moreover, choosing to live in Tétreaultville means choosing (or being chosen by) the Saint Lawrence. Poet Fernand
Ouellette recalled all the drowning victims from his childhood, bobbing to the surface, washing ashore in the springtime, which he’d collect with the family motorboat. The
dead from last winter (such as René Derouin’s father and
brother), the bare edifices (no flashy churches or buildings
like in Maisonneuve), factories making (or no longer making) things we’ll never know—it is and always has been the
same no-holds-barred contact with reality that keeps many,
despite everything, in Tétreaultville.
As Serge Bouchard wrote, “What happens to us, real eastend Montrealers, is vital; we see the world as it is, as it’s
evolving, what it’s becoming. […] Openings, closings, modern history is unfolding right before our eyes, on our backs
and carried by our brave shoulders.” ●

Highway 20 westbound, and I’m driving along peacefully in
my 2002 Ford Taurus. The exits appear one after the other—in Lachine, there’s 32nd Avenue, then 55th, with Dorval
Avenue right after, then Sources, Saint John’s, and finally Saint Charles. I head north and turn left at Sherbrooke,
then right on Woodside. Back home, to Beaconsfield.
This familiar trip always goes differently, despite certain
recurrent elements such as traffic, depression, and orange
cones. The radio is tuned to cibl or cbc, when I’m not listening to one of the cds kicking around in the back seat.
Even with all the shovelling after two feet of snow, engine failure when the thermometer drops below -30° C,
insurance premiums, licence renewal fees, and repairs,
this bulky, costly object that is the automobile is also—for
those who live in far-flung Montréal suburbs—a source of
freedom.
The freedom to cross the island in a matter of minutes, to work in the four corners of the metropolis, to visit
Boston, New York City, or Île Perrot, while listening to my
music and telling myself stories.
And it was in Beaconsfield that I forged the intimate relationship I still enjoy with my car, against all odds. ●
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Le Gardeur Bridge, Pointe-aux-Trembles.

Bus stop, Valois Bay, Pointe-Claire.
Julien Lefort-Favreau grew
up in Pierrefonds when
it was still a town and not
a borough of Montréal.
He teaches French literature
at the Université de
Sherbrooke, where he is
the Banting postdoctoral
researcher, and at Queen’s
University in Kingston.
He has been a member
of Liberté Magazine’s
editorial board since 2012.

Growing up in Montréal
North, Violaine CharestSigouin escaped through
novels and shopping.
Now she lives by her pen
writing for magazines
and travels as much for
pleasure as for work.

Nicolas Langelier is the
editor-in-chief of Nouveau
Projet. For 20 years,
he lived in the East End
and despite the last 20 years
in Mile End, he still has
the impression that home
is on the other side of the
bridge-tunnel.

Jonathan Livernois is a
professor of literature at
Université Laval and an
essayist. He’s recently
published our Document 09,
La route du Pays-Brûlé.
He lived in Tétreaultville
from 2001 to 2010.

Eric Deguire grew up
in Beaconsfield. Today
he teaches history and
French at adult education
centres in Dorval and
Lasalle, which regularly
brings him back to his
native West Island.
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VILLERAY

CARTIERVILLE

Cartierville’s monstrous, lower-class
dolls burst in the grease of mechanical laughter.

MILE END

LITERARY
CARTOGRAPHY
From Sainte-Catherine Street neon lights
to Jean-Talon’s taxi drivers, the many facets
of Montréal have been immortalized in novels,
poems. A kaleidoscopic portrait.

Jack and Moe’s Barbershop, corner of Park
Avenue and Laurier, [was] in the heart of
Montréal’s old working-class Jewish quarter,
where I was raised. A neighbourhood that had
elected the only Communist (Fred Rose) ever to
serve as a member of Parliament, produced a
couple of decent club fighters (Louis Alter, Maxie
Berger), the obligatory number of doctors and
dentists, a celebrated gambler-cum-casino owner,
more cutthroat lawyers than needed, sundry
schoolteachers and shmata millionaires, a few
rabbis, and at least one suspected murderer.
Me.
I remember snow banks five feet high, winding
outside staircases that had to be shovelled in the
sub-zero cold, and, in days long before snow tires,
the rattle of passing cars and trucks, their wheels
encased in chains. Sheets frozen rock-hard on
backyard clotheslines.

Nicole Brossard
Sold-out, 1973

I’m in front of the empty field on Jean-Talon. It’s here, in
the summer, that a multitude of butterflies flutter through
the thistles my sisters call “spikes.” Before I get to the corner of Saint Denis, I can see the taxis parked the length of the
sidewalk. They’re waiting for clients. There’s a big black telephone screwed onto a pole. The drivers smoke, talk, and tease
each other, watching the traffic, the streetcars turning in every
direction at the corner of the street.
Claude Jasmin
Enfant de Villeray, 2000

CÔTE-DES-NEIGES

This slip of a hill, my slip, like the most
beautiful girl in town, stretches across Mount
Royal, her skirts puffed from a wind gusting
in from Lake Saint Louis—you can picture it
over there—or from the Laurentians that, on
certain days, roller coaster over the horizon.
Jacques Godbout
“La Côte-des-Neiges”, 1963

DOWNTOWN

The great Sainte-Catherine Street gallops and clacks
in the thousand and one neon nights.
Gaston Miron
“Monologue de l’aliénation délirante”, 1970

Mordecai Richler
Barney’s Version, 1999
MOUNT ROYAL

Who knows it only by the famous cross which bleeds
into the fifty miles of night its light
knows a night — scene;
and who upon a postcard knows its shape —
the buffalo straggled of the Laurentian herd, —
holds in his hand a postcard.
In layers of mountains the history of mankind,
and in Mount Royal
which daily in a streetcar I surround
my youth, my childhood —
the pissabed dandelion, the coolie acorn,
green prickly husk of chestnut beneath mat of grass —
O all the amber afternoons
are still to be found.
(…)
One of these days I shall go up to the second terrace
to see if it still is there —
the uncomfortable sentimental bench
where, — as we listened to the brass of the band
concerts
made soft and to our mood by dark and distance —
I told the girl I loved
I loved her.
A. M. Klein
“The Mountain”, 1947
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SAINT-HENRI

I’d also convinced him, slowly but surely, that my
neighbourhood was better than Pointe-aux-Trembles.
There was the Lachine Canal, the bike path. There
was Saint-Ambroise Street, the McAuslan Brewery, the
Atwater Market. It never rained. I explained that the
stretched-out letters at the end of the metro station
were the title of a classic of our literature, that Jesus
of Montréal died of a brain embolism right in front of
those big yellow triangles.
Daniel Grenier
Les mines générales, 2013

DOWNTOWN

GRIFFINTOWN

There were vacant lots everywhere. We
went cherry-picking near LaSalle, we
swam in the Lachine Canal, we played
skits in church halls.

Morning rises over Griffintown after the time of
survival, the months of snow and dormancy. A
precarious sun marks the east. On the horizon,
the profile of a desolated landscape traversed by
rusted hills where, stratum by stratum, a geneal
ogy of obsolete objects subsists, condemned to
silence: mismatched hubcaps, worn-out b
 icycle
chains, warped sheet metal. In the distance
stands the royal mountain, crowned in its cross,
senseless to the grievances of the trees that
stretch out their unadorned arms toward it like
the destitute awaiting manna.

Gilles Archambault
La fuite immobile, 1974

Marie Hélène Poitras
Griffintown, 2012

LASALLE

Place Ville-Marie is the natural child
of our biculturalism. Erected on stilts
ready to collapse, it makes me dream
of the marvellous spectacle of its avalanche. It would be a sweet sight to see
the 42 floors of nothingness crumble
into the shape of a pyramid. Ambiguity
for ambiguity, right before the beautiful explosion, I’d go to the trouble to
subtract from the massacre the young
girls I want to watch wander, veiled by
their brilliant and sober beauty, the
multiple sisters to whom I am tied,
the many Maries I wouldn’t want to see
implicated in this alkanic crucifixion.
Hubert Aquin
“Essai crucimorphe”, 1963
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PLATEAU MONT-ROYAL

LAFONTAINE PARK

POINTE-AUX-TREMBLES

They were still on home turf as the streetcar skirted Mount
Royal. (…) But when it turned south onto Saint Laurent, they
sat back into their braided straw seats and calmed themselves at once. They all, without exception, owed money to
the Jews on Saint Laurent, particularly to the furniture and
clothes shopkeepers, and the long road that separated Mount
Royal from Saint Catherine was a delicate one to travel. (…) As
soon as they turned west at the corner of Saint Laurent and
Saint Catherine, the jubilant crowd took up again and filled
the streetcar with sonorous cries and hearty laughs. (…) The
length of Saint Catherine West, their noses stuck to the windows in wintertime, and their arms leaned against the windowsills in summer. The last of them got off at Eaton’s, at
the corner of University. No one from the group ever went further. West of the great store was the unknown. The English.
Money. Simpson’s. Ogilvy’s. Peel Street. Guy Street. Until after
Atwater, where they could start to feel at home again because
the Saint-Henri neighbourhood was close, and the smell of
the port.

You cross Christophe-Colomb, hurry past
the Jardin des Merveilles, walk down a steep
path and cross the bridge over the ponds
with the luminous fountains which are
nightly white, green, yellow, blue—the jets
are like ambulatory gardening hoses going
up and down in vertiginous movements—
go in front of the Théâtre de Verdure, on
the other side of the chalet, below where,
in good weather, rowboats slide over the
water among the ducks, while old folks rest
or dream of the future while sucking an ice
cream cone.

Pointe-aux-Trembles was the country, then. There
were fields of oats, rows of trees, silver poplars,
cherry trees, cows. They said of us: “They live at the
tip of the island,” or at the end of the island. But it’s
been a long time since any Iroquois threatened to
gain a foothold on the tip of the island.

Jean Basile
Le Grand Khan, 1967

HOCHELAGA

The small group left on a radiant morning, a package of sandwiches underarm. Cuvillier
Street brought them to NotreDame, where they took the
streetcar in front of the long,
sad factory, the neighbourhood’s famous cotton mill. The
streetcar trip alone was quite
an expedition, though NotreDame was bleak with its old,
dilapidated buildings that hid
the view to the river.
Roger Viau
Au milieu, la montagne, 1951

Michel Tremblay
La grosse femme d’à côté est enceinte, 1978

Christian Mistral
Léon, Coco et Mulligan, 2007

HOCHELAGA

Around here, you check your clicks, your hits
Cuz the cap guy maybe did a bit too much powder
He could get nervous around your piece-of-shit face
So you leave the P’ti Extra after eating too much
Crack house, pawnshop, a snack at bp
Jocelyn just dropped his 2500 hd
He’s 24/7, man, the cash is flowing in
He’s riding his mini biz on the corner of Frontenac
From one end right to the other of my fat street
Saint-Laurent to Létourneau, they’re not scared of nothing
It’s rough summer through winter, he’s bust
Fucken asshole you’re walking in your own graveyard
Bernard Adamus
“Rue Ontario”, 2010

PLATEAU MONT-ROYAL

The neighbourhood extends between
Sherbrooke Street and Pine Avenue,
between Saint-Laurent Boulevard and
Saint Denis Street, a quarter of overripe
fruit with an appetizing rind, its juice
rancid, its flesh rank, at the edge of an
insomniac city whose boundaries, like
a territory delineated by wild dogs, are
traced with subtle smells an outsider
can’t perceive without concern. SaintLouis Square and its appendix, PrinceArthur Street. If downtown is Montréal’s
genital organ, by which the city sadly,
hopelessly, copulates, Saint Louis Square
lies someplace between the breast and
the navel, like a supernumerary nipple,
and the fountain at its centre spurts all
summer long, a concrete cock that never
quits unloading. The square isn’t like
any other because its boundaries stretch
beyond its angles, a problem to turn on
the geometry poets.

Jovette Marchessault
Comme un enfant de la terre, 1975

OLD MONTRÉAL

At the Accueil Bonneau
in Old Montréal
they welcomed me with a bowl
of hot soup
and a pair of shoes
that almost fit.
I’m a size 12.
It’s always hard
to find me things.
Dany Laferrière
Chroniques de la dérive
douce, 1994

THE RIVER

The river is a hernia belt. Montréal busted a gut.
Every night, every morning, except the grey ones, the
red of the sun in the water is the blood of the islanders that dilutes, indifferent, in the still, frozen water.

CENTRE-SUD

Now Suzanne takes your hand
And she leads you to the river
She is wearing rags and feathers
From Salvation Army counters
And the sun pours down like honey
On Our Lady of the Harbour
And she shows you where to look
Among the garbage and the flowers
There are heroes in the seaweed
There are children in the morning
They are leaning out for love
And they will lean that way forever
While Suzanne holds the mirror

Beyond the typewriter, the open window on De
Lorimier framed the carbon-monoxided sky with
its dirty, oozing mullions. Parthenais Prison was
out of sight from that vantage point and you saw,
instead, nestled among a cluster of bricks and the
concrete foliage, a clearing—a community garden—
the beautiful vista opened westward giving leeway
to the tip of Mount Royal, jammed between two
grey, aggressive buildings, dark blue in its leafy
coat. (…) Southwards, the Jacques-Cartier Bridge,
visible only from the sidewalk, stormed the sky
with its tangle of beams, draining the heavy traffic from beneath our balcony from which we
could also see, if we craned our necks northwards,
Miron’s obsolete chimneys, multicoloured arrows
beneath which the city’s garbage trucks roared as
they trundled off to unload their stench.

Leonard Cohen
“Suzanne”, 1966

Louis Hamelin
Ces spectres agités, 2010

OLD MONTRÉAL

Jacques Renaud
Le cassé, 1964
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Blair Market, Jarry Street West.

GLIMPSES
OF PARK EX
44

North of the CN tracks, between L’Acadie Boulevard
and Highway 40, Park Extension is swarming with
sari-clad women, laughing children and kind
neighbours. The neighbourhood plays host to
migrants from all over the world and to a playwright
who, for the first time, feels at home in Montréal.
Olivier Choinière
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COVERED IN THIS ARTICLE

Audis, bmws, and saris in Park Ex.
The joys of living surrounded
by Greeks and Pakistanis. Vegetable
gardens, gutted garbage cans,
and everyday racism. Innumerable
siblings. Downward social mobility.

1

A friend once admitted that he could never live in an area
where his neighbours didn’t speak French. Park Extension
boasts about a hundred different origins. Forty-odd languages can be heard on its streets. Immigrants represent
nearly 60 per cent of the neighbourhood’s population by
official numbers, but this percentage seems a little low to
me. As a francophone, I’m a clear minority—in my part of
the street, there are two of us. People that arrived with the
first waves of European immigration are widely represented, especially Italians and Greeks. Their children visit them
on Sundays, significantly increasing the number of Audis,
Benzes, and bmws parked along the sidewalk. This second
generation (about my age) lives in the suburbs or more affluent neighbourhoods. I am therefore not only a linguistic
but also a generational minority, my neighbours being on
average about 83 years old. I’ve often heard that “Park Ex” is
the gateway to Québec immigration. The expression should
be taken literally, since it sometimes really seems like certain immigrants have just entered through it. When I’m
driving and I see an African or Pakistani on a street corner,
I motion for them to cross, but they don’t. They stay there,
hesitant, scanning the horizon for a clue, a point of reference, a direction.

2

Park Extension owes its name to a real estate company that
bought up land from farmers who’d settled in Saint-Laurent
Parish at the beginning of the 19th century. At the time,
these lots, located at the northern end of Park Avenue, were
called Park Avenue Extension. The Jean-Talon railway station was built in the early 1930s. The arrival of trams and
then trains attracted all kinds of small industries. Canadian
Pacific labourers moved to the area around the station,
which gradually transformed Park Extension into a residential district. The train, closely tied to Canada’s geographical development, had a strong hand in drawing Montréal’s
map. The railroad is an essential part of the Park Extension
experience; when, on foot or bike, I cross under the overpass at the western edge of Jarry Park, I am physically aware
of entering or leaving the neighbourhood. Bounded to
the east and south by train tracks, to the west by L’Acadie
Boulevard, and to the north by Highway 40, this neighbourhood almost seems like a small isolated country. There are
few places in Montréal with such pronounced borders.
46

3

I grew up in Sainte-Foy, a suburb of Québec City not too
far from Laval University. In the 1980s it welcomed a good
number of professors from abroad, which explains why
my childhood friends were Swiss-German, French, Polish,
and Haitian. My friend Marcus was frequently bullied in
the schoolyard, and by his side I had to bear the insults
about his skin colour, which “stained the snow.” Very early on I was exposed to everyday racism within a homogen
eous white society. I’ve been living in Montréal since 1993.
Native Montrealers have always loved reminding me that
I wasn’t born here, a kind of socially acceptable exclusion
that can target anyone who comes from the country or from
any other city in the province (though it’s a well-known
fact that Montréal as a city is far more open to the outside
world than anywhere else in Québec). I’ve lived in the eastern, western, and northern parts of the Plateau; I’ve lived in
Rosemont, Mile End, and Little Italy, and unless they were
friends or acquaintances, talking to your neighbours was a
rare occurence. I remember a woman (a francophone) who
seemed terrified by the idea of saying hello to me. Since our
two entrance doors practically faced each other, a chance
encounter in the narrow indoor staircase was always rather
awkward. I moved to Park Ex in 2013. It was the first time
in my life as a Montrealer that a neighbour not only came
over to introduce themselves, but also to introduce me to
the other neighbours. And it has to be said that the first person to ever go out of their way to welcome me in Montréal
was an immigrant.

4

An aerial view of Montréal shows the glaring discrepancy
between Park Extension and the Town of Mount Royal next
door. To the west of L’Acadie Boulevard: greenery, trees,
and backyard pools. To the east: a lot of concrete, few green
spaces, and not a single backyard pool. Park Extension is
a “developing” neighbourhood; in other words, it’s a poor
neighbourhood—the poorest in Montréal. The city invested in many infrastructure projects, such as the Saint-Roch
Pool, among the most modern I’ve ever had the chance
to swim in. There are many schools, all offering francization classes. I spoke with a few teachers from BarthélémyVimont or Camille-Laurin, and they were all full of praise
for their students: helicopter parenting is not an issue and
children have a thirst for knowledge that you won’t find any-

Olivier Choinière in front of his yard.

where else in Montréal. The library and cultural centre are
vibrant, active places. And nearly every park is equipped
with water play areas, which is far from the case in the rest
of the city. Despite these investments, the lack of trees and
streetlights imparts a sinister quality to certain roads. It
looks like the urban planners gave up on them. A few scrawny stumps were planted following the reconstruction of
Jarry Street, but the widened intersection sidewalks remain
an ode to concrete, and never mind the new street lighting
that spreads its white “eco-energetic” glow over everything.
The giant flowerpots at the corner of Querbes and Jarry only
serve to emphasize how laughably inadequate these “embellishments” are. Every route into the neighbourhood remains
mildly depressing. The social housing that lines L’Acadie
Boulevard is a sorry sight for all who drive by. (As a child,
my girlfriend, who grew up in Laval, would try and imagine
the everyday lives of the poor people who lived there; she
now lives just a few blocks away.) Poverty in Park Extension
is made manifest by certain signs, including the presence of
garbage in parks, on sidewalks, in alleys, every single day of
the week. Municipal composting simply doesn’t exist, which

is rather surprising considering how fond of gardening the
neighbourhood’s inhabitants are. We need to address this
local culture of poverty or targeted negligence from the city,
which would rather build new multi-million-dollar baseball
fields in Jarry Park next door than revitalize a neighbourhood whose residents will never be the first to complain.

5

I’m about the only one on my block with more grass than
vegetables in my yard. My neighbours take advantage of
their land as much as possible. Every spring, each one of
them gets busy in their vegetable patch, sowing seeds, planting, doling out advice, catching up, so the alley feels like a
great big community garden. In my opinion, the neighbours
are the area’s greatest asset. The backyards are most often
separated from each other by a simple chain-link fence,
which means I can see inside the yards of most of my immediate neighbours. Isolating myself from them with a cedar hedge would amount to nonsense. And besides, my yard
would lose a few hours of sunlight. T., my neighbour to the
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“Very young children are social
binders. They invite themselves
into other people’s business as
naturally as can be.”

left, is from Greece. K., my neighbour to the right, comes
from Guyana. They both arrived in Québec about 30 years
ago. T. and his wife A. are like an extra set of grandparents
to my daughter. They blow her kisses in the morning and
give her ice cream cones in the afternoon, and that’s when
they’re not giving her birthday or Christmas presents. K. is
just as generous, and when his American cousins pay him
a visit, he invites me over for a beer and chicken legs. My
neighbour across the street, who sometimes wears a black
ball cap with the word “Guard” on it, is permanently glued
to his window. He rings my doorbell when my car is parked
on the wrong side of the street. It’s his chance to tell me
about his childhood in incomprehensible English. The
Italian woman that lives three houses down from me calls
my girlfriend the “beautiful lady” and slips a five-dollar bill
in my daughter’s hands from time to time. This is what I
call being well looked after.

6

— A woman stole some of your beans last week.
— Yeah, I noticed.
— She filled her pockets with them. I told her: “Hey! Lady!
Those beans aren’t free!” You know what she said?
— No.
— “I’m from Afghanistan!” As if that gave her every right

7

I’ve never felt as much at home in Montréal as I have in
Park Extension. Is it simply because I live in my own house?
I don’t think so. I chose this place because it allowed me
to become a homeowner, but to tell you the truth, my reasons weren’t strictly economic. I’d had enough of this
franco
phone self-segregation, this form of social endogamy that makes us choose (or envy) neighbourhoods with
people like us, people with whom we share codes, cultural
heritage, and a taste for barn wood kitchen cabinets and
incandescent light bulbs that hang from the ceiling. That
said, I no doubt contribute to the neighbourhood’s gentrification. When I go for a jog in the park and ensconce my
daughter in her Chariot (the Hummer of strollers) or head
toward Jarry Stadium with my Head tennis bag, I’m displaying sure signs of urban gentrification, a phenomenon
characterized by an influx of more affluent residents appropriating a space initially occupied by less fortunate inhabit
ants. Negative reactions to gentrification like we’ve seen in
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve or Saint-Henri would be hard to
import here, I think. Probably because the majority of the
population are immigrants. By definition, they aspire to
greater wealth. They don’t harbour negative feelings toward
the luxury displayed by others. But also because real estate
developers didn’t completely overhaul the neighbourhood’s
image to attract the well-heeled like they did in “HoMa.”
The purchase and renovation of buildings in Park Ex is
most often carried out by individuals. Transformation takes
place rather slowly, in increments, and has not (yet) led to
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an outrageous increase in rental rates or housing costs.
The small designer object stores, gluten-free bakeries, and
other trendy cafés just can’t seem to make headway here.
Two years ago, a crêpe bar serving lattes and offering wifi
opened on Anvers Street. My girlfriend, who prayed every
night for the city to install Bixi stations on Jarry Street, wept
for joy. Six months later, the joint became an Italian snack
bar, and six months after that, an Indian fast-food counter.
On the other hand, there’s La Place Commune that opened
on Querbes; this café runs on a community and cooperative
model, and as such likely has a better chance of survival, if
only because the patronage of its members keeps it busy.

8

What has Québec society done over the last 40 years to integrate immigrants? Courses in francization and workplace
integration are without a doubt an important first step, but
it’s obviously not enough. Most foreign diplomas aren’t recognized here. Even immigrants landing as skilled workers
need to resume their studies if they hope to work in their
field, which they can’t help but see as a betrayal. Those who
arrive with a family can rarely afford to go back to school.
They find a job to put food on the table and do everything
they can to make sure their children have access to higher education. It will be these children, hopefully, who will
enjoy the better life their parents dreamed about. They are
the ones who will end up integrating, even if they’ll be reminded of their origin, and thus their difference, their entire lives, as we’ve seen in the work of Elkahna Talbi, Talia
Hallmona, Mireille Tawfik, or Mani Soleymanlou. For any
immigrant, the francophones of Québec remain a closed
group. Learning the language is not enough to integrate
into a culture: even for the French, it’s very difficult to make
Québécois friends. (I can already anticipate the reactions to
this statement. A thousand examples are going to try and
prove me wrong.) Following a screening of Nous autres, les
autres, a documentary film by Jean-Claude Coulbois that examines how playwrights approach the immigration issue, a
few people in the room took the floor, including Ukrainianborn actor Sasha Samar. I’m quoting him here from memory: “In Québec, immigrants are invited to the party, sure, but
they are never the ones being celebrated.” All immigrants,
of course, have the experience of immigration in common,
but every immigrant is not “the immigrants.” Reality is far
more complex. And the reality of those who made the incredible decision to start their lives over in another country
is all the more so. As long as we perceive them as a homogeneous (and closed) group, we will remain pawns of the
perceptions that politicians (on both the left and right) entertain about them, for no other reason than because it is a
lot more practical—and politically profitable—to think about
them that way. So what have I done over the past few years
to welcome immigrants into my life? I wrote and staged a
play with nine of them called Polyglotte, undoubtedly the
most demanding and difficult project of my entire career.
And I moved to Park Extension. But clearly, it’s not enough.
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9

A cab picks me up on L’Épée Avenue. I chat with the (Portuguese) driver about this and that, about the Canadiens’
failure to make the playoffs and our colourful mayor, D
 enis
Coderre. A car ahead can’t seem to pick a lane, which infuriates him: “I bet you there’s a n***** driving!” Despite my
protests, the driver accelerates and passes the other car. He
points to the man behind the wheel. “See, what did I tell
you?” What struck me the most when I moved to Montréal was the extent to which immigrants were unkind toward
one another. Probably because I still thought of them as a
homogeneous group, belonging to the same foreign homeland. After all, a racist from the Azores has nothing to do
with a Haitian, and it’s not because he emigrated to Canada that he’s suddenly going to become open and tolerant.
In Montréal, as in many North American cities, each ethnic
group has a tendency to congregate in the same neighbourhood. I was under the impression that this dynamic didn’t
apply to Park Extension, given that the neighbourhood hosted myriad different cultures. There are in fact two categories: those who’ve been here for a long time, and the others.

Staircase, back of an apartment building.

During a party with the neighbours, one of them started
ranting to me: “I moved here with my wife 30 years ago. I
had to go back to school to find work, so I did. When I got
my diploma, we decided to stay in Montréal. I never managed to learn French, but I always insisted that my sons
be perfectly bilingual. Today, the immigrants that come to
Canada don’t want to integrate. They milk the system as
much as possible and then move elsewhere. Let’s not kid
ourselves. There are good and bad immigrants.” To be sure,
this neighbour believes he’s part of the first category.
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In Villeray, in the children’s playground in the eastern part
of Jarry Park, families provide a somewhat alienating sight:
each (only) child is accompanied by a parent overly involved
in his progeny’s entertainment, by the same token preventing them from socializing. In Saint-Roch Park, kids are usually left to their own devices. Very young children are social
binders. They invite themselves into other people’s business
as naturally as can be. With only the one child myself, I take
advantage of the poor and large families in Park Extension.
We’ve barely arrived at Saint-Roch when my daughter sits
with a (veiled) woman and her son who are making sand castles. The woman kindly offers her a plastic shovel. When I
get close enough to make conversation, the mother asks me,
“Are we allowed to play with your daughter?” as if I intended to steer her away from this dangerous duo. I said, “Of
course!” and was left feeling like it wasn’t exactly the right
thing to say. The so-called debate over the Charter of Values
brought a lot of mud to the surface that we’re still bogged
down in, and which in some way reduces us to silence.
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The airplanes that regularly rip through the Park Extension
skyline act as a sort of metaphor. We would probably be curious to visit the countries where the neighbourhood’s 100
ethnicities come from. But here they are, stripped of their
land and landscapes, and we don’t know how to approach
them, I guess because we don’t know which country we’re
inviting them into, nor what this place is that we’re talking
to them about. There they are, standing on the street corners, and we motion for them to cross, but they don’t. Like
us, they’re scanning the horizon for a clue, a point of reference, a direction. ●

For the past 20 years, Olivier Choinière has been working as a theatrical author,
director, and translator. He is also the general and artistic director of creative
company L’Activité.
Photos: Caroline Hayeur
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As Montréal was getting ready
to celebrate its 375th anniversary,
we wanted to reflect on its past,
its present, and its future.
Bringing together a team of writers,
historians, thinkers, photographers
and illustrators, we asked them
to give us their visions of this
complex city, both international
and parochial, proud of its glorious
past but sometimes weighted
down by it, stimulating and often
infuriating, but always, from the
very start, rich in stories.
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